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Chapter 1

Wrench sniffed and merely floated along, watching the School as it filtered down into the engine.

The Chief Engineer, uncreatively named Chief, had installed his “Hume port” by hacking at his engines with tools just before this shift.

He apparently had gotten tired of waiting for his special ordered parts to arrive.

It was an ugly ragged hole that had to be plugged when it wasn’t being used, but it did its job just as Chief wanted.

Hume could move through the Hume port in number, along with tools, parts, and anything else they needed.

The School Hume were taking up the maintenance routine today and Wrench was just here as the site supervisor.

He had been removed from active repairs and given an instructor and oversight position. Despite being as young as he was, he was teaching others now.

Still surprising School took to this so easily.

I wonder if it’s because it’s a group activity in this case.

A maintenance run is done collectively after all.

The School Hume were all chattering along amongst themselves even as they performed their tasks.

He watched as one School Hume pulled out some type of wire harness they’d just been checking, and without a word, handed it off to another.

Who promptly carved out a section of wire and took the freed bit, passing the harness off again to a third.

Which stripped the wires, put in new wire, and bound them together. Another Hume that was lingering over their shoulder wrapped the wires in some type of plastic and heated it.

In less than thirty seconds, the harness was handed back to the original School Hume, who promptly packed it right back in and connected it.

They whipped up a tool that’d been floating along at their side and touched it to the harness.

“Wrench Head,” said the School Hume. “Harness three of the cooling bypass had a faulty wire. Efficiency is at the acceptable range.”

“Good work,” Wrench allowed, and then pulled over his tablet. He quickly recorded the work change and put in a request to test the bypass as well.

There was no doubt in his mind that Chief would want to test the bypass and log the results. The Tongsta lived to post better results proving they were doing better here than anywhere else in the fleet.

“Ooh, ooh, look! These are bad!” called a School Hume further in. They had spread out and were all over the internals of the engine now. “Haha, Chief is gonna be happy. This is why he said the thingamabob had the fault, right?”

“Probably! Fix, fix, fix!” cheered a second.

Wrench could only grin.

School Hume weren’t quite bright enough to truly understand what they were doing, and wouldn’t make great emergency repair techs.

But to run routine maintenance, compare it to an expected result, and then correct those, they were ideal. Everything would end up becoming very standardized in no time at all.

“I love School Hume,” he said to himself, realizing not for the first time that even he had misjudged his fellow Hume.

“Wrench Head,” said a School Hume coming up to him. “We replaced several capacitors, two resistors, and replaced some solder mask on a board. The lead was burnt out and we didn’t want to put in a jumper. Too delicate. This was in the maximum burn controller.”

“Understood. Good response,” Wrench confirmed and noted the location of the repairs and what was done. It was indeed what he would have ordered if he were there.

Now we—

“Wrench, I’ve got a report that the Captain has requested your presence,” called Talker from outside the engine. The Tongsta was currently managing all his teams in the engine room.

Nodding his head, Wrench sighed, then looked to the School. They were all looking at him.

“Someone else will be right in, they’ll take over for me,” he said with care. School Hume were still School Hume. “Please try to accept them even if they’re not part of our School. Because we’re all School now, okay?”

There were several nodded heads, before most of them all went back to their work. Then the rest did as well.

Exiting the guts of the engine Wrench found Scrunch heading his way.

An Admini that had a face not even a mother could love, with pale brown eyes that couldn’t seem to agree on where to look, though his hair was looking quite better as of late.

It was trimmed, pulled back from his unfortunate face, and even his stubble had been shaved away. Surprisingly, it was a brown color that almost turned blond in several spots.

“Hey Scrunch, taking over for me?” Wrench asked and handed over his tablet to the man.

“Yes, I am. Ah… yes,” Scrunch said with a chuckle. The man had also been removed from front line work. He was working as a secondary to Wrench now, and in reality had become more akin to his personal assistant.

“How’s things going with Vnkah?” Wrench asked, wanting to take just a moment to make sure Scrunch was alright.

The Grae that’d been after Scrunch had finally acted on him, cornered him, and then promptly moved into his pen with him. From what Wrench had heard from others, Scrunch was being so absolutely love-bombed that the Admini was acting like a different person.

“Oh! Uhm, really well. We-we… we’re going really good,” Scrunch said, his eyes not meeting Wrench’s for a second before finally doing so. He then grinned at Wrench. “Really good. I’m… happy. Really happy. We’re going to have kids.”

“Uh?” asked Wrench, deeply confused now.

While Grae and Hume could have sexual relations, they simply couldn’t interbreed.

“Peaches has a few newborns that need parents. We’re going to take one,” Scrunch answered the unspoken question. “Vnkah is-is also going to be inseminated. Peaches will do the procedure today. I’m going to be a father to a Grae and a Hume.”

Blinking several times, Wrench felt like this was a bad idea.

That Scrunch was rushing things.

Then he just smiled and nodded his head.

Scrunch was an adult and his own man. If this was what he wanted to rush into, all he could do was offer support before and after.

Though, it’ll be very interesting to see what happens to a Grae raised in a mixed home. That’ll be… curious.

Will they be Grae-like? Hume-like?

Will the Hume child take on more Grae qualities?

“Congratulations,” Wrench said, smiling.

“Thanks!” Scrunch replied, took the tablet, and then waved. He moved into the engine without another word.

Talker, the Tongsta partner for Wrench’s group, wasn’t far off. He was currently talking with several Hume and likely taking down notes.

“I’m on my way, Talker!” Wrench called and then started moving toward the exit of the engine room.

Chief was hovering over a display off to the side, the rather large blob-like Tongsta was tapping at a display.

“Chief, they’re doing good in there. Already found two fixes to make,” Wrench relayed as he floated by.

“I know! I’m watching to see which systems go offline,” Chief answered in an eager tone. Wrench got the impression the Tongsta almost hadn’t heard him, given how engrossed he was in his work. “I can’t wait to show those boxed gold-plops how glorious we are. I can already see it.”

Wrench only grinned and moved to the hatch exit, then upwards to the vents.

I mean, it does seem to be the case every time this comes up.

They love this particular system, but hate the work to repair or maintain it. Too hard for them as Tongsta.

Easy for us as Hume though.

Wrench reached the vents and found himself face to face with a large Grae female. She was carrying a short sword casually.

Behind her was another Grae inside the closed vent, one that was armed with a some type of bow-like weapon, in fact.

There had been a name for it, but Wrench had missed it. He hadn’t really been interested.

The Grae had taken vent security deeply seriously and as more and more of them showed up, it had only become more apparent.

“Reporting for transit,” Wrench relayed to the Grae. He didn’t know them personally but that wasn’t a surprise anymore. In the month since they’d saved the station, things had changed of course. “Destination is… actually, I’m not sure. The captain requested my presence.”

Remaining perfectly still, Wrench was subjected to a scanner activated by the Grae inside the vent.

The Grae in front of him was an extremely pretty specimen of her kind. Long white hair pulled back in a ponytail, delicate features, and surprisingly, she was wearing Hume makeup.

As was polite for Grae customs, he looked to her breasts.

Then couldn’t look away.

They were massive.

Both pairs.

Massive to the point that he hadn’t seen their like. Her body shape was perfect as well. Given her physical height, it just made her impressive all the way around.

She easily compared with Stripe, and likely outdid her.

“Cleared, Wrench, Fixer. Requested to report to the Captain’s study,” relayed the Grae inside the vent a second before the vent opened.

“Uh,” Wrench mumbled and then looked at the Grae’s face. “You’re amazing. Both pairs of your breasts look just… perfect.

“I know you’re working, and I’m sorry for this, but do you know that you’re gorgeous? I feel like I should stop, stare, and long for you. Right now.”

Feeling stupid, awkward, and suddenly foolish, Wrench realized he was being an idiot.

The Grae made a honking noise that was their version of laughter. Her cheeks took on a deep redness that indicated she was more than pleased.

That in fact she was suddenly deeply sexually interested in Wrench.

“Nunnkish and Tickaht both warned me about you,” purred the Grae. “That you would pay me almost too much attention and they feared they would lose you to me.

“I’m so pleased to know they were right. I’m Zntik. I’m visiting Tickaht and Nunnkish tonight for a game and some drinks. You will drop by, won’t you? You will. You will and you’ll come look at me and long for me in front of them.”

The Grae gave him a wide smile, her eyes crinkling, and then reached out and patted his arm. Her touch was warm and firm.

“Move along, you tasty looking thing. You may look and long for me later, Wrench. I’m working,” Zntik warned him when she realized he really was stopping to stare at her.

Her words sounded deeply appreciative though.

Wrench was still surprised that the Grae had quickly picked up more than a few Hume habits, just as Hume had picked up Grae customs.

The flat grimace they had had as a smile was gone.

Nodding his head, Wrench stupidly went into the vent and waited for it to close.

Steadying himself with a breath, Wrench then moved into the front travel vent. They were all one-directional and either went toward the front, or toward the back.

In no time at all, he found he was at the exit he would need to take to speak to the captain in his private study.

Floating away from the travel vent, he moved to the exit vent.

He once again took up a position next to the Grae on duty.

Letting her strange rectangle like weapon hang at her side, she lifted up a handheld scanner and took a picture of Wrench.

Him being in the vent allowed for a slightly less strict version of security.

“Cleared, Wrench, Fixer. Requested to report to the Captain’s study,” stated the Grae, letting the scanner fall and meeting his eyes.

He glanced to her chest politely, made sure to not stare this time, then smiled at her.

“Thank you, officer,” he said. Once again, not knowing the Grae.

Actually. There’s a lot of Grae running around now.

Did Goodie find a breeding facility?

“Of course, of course,” said the Grae with a wave of her taloned hand. She then tapped a button, and the vent began to open as she stepped to the side, all while grinning.

The Grae seemed to like showing off their teeth in a smile.

I wonder if it’s because to them, it’s aggression? Showing their teeth?

To us it’s just… smiling.

“You’ve got a great smile,” he offered politely. It was a much more acceptable compliment compared to what he’d said to Zntik.

“Why thank you! My Hume has complimented me on it repeatedly. I’ve been working on it,” the Grae said warmly. “I swear he just lights up when I smile at him.”

“I mean, I would, too? When my Grae smile it’s always a good thing,” Wrench offered. “I try to compliment them and look at them when they do.”

The Grae clicked her tongue, waved a hand at him again, then honked softly.

“I’m sure they love it. They probably smile just for you to compliment them now. I know I do,” she said with a honk.

I mean… yeah, they do, actually.

Especially Nunnkish.

“You Hume have no idea how much you’re spoiling us with your warm compliments. It’s like an addiction for me personally. I want my Bluey to compliment me all the time.

“Your Hume females are going to regret this in the future. All their men will vanish as we hunt them down and take them,” the Grae warned as the vent clacked into place. “Have a good day, Wrench.”

Good point.

Then again, I guess it isn’t an issue if Scrunch is an example of what’s to come.

A shared home.

I wonder if male Grae raised in a Hume home would be less… evil.

“Have a good day,” Wrench said and then moved off.

He entered the hall, looked around, then moved over to the door that would lead to the bridge. It was also the junction point for the captain’s study.

The door was shut, so he moved up to the identification plate.

It was a simple thing the Tongsta engineers had put into every door.

The device would scan a Hume or a Grae to determine if they had access or not, then open it, or decline. If it was a door like the Captain’s Study, it would chime on the inside.

This was the exact same procedure for Tongsta, it just reacted for them faster since they didn’t need the identification plate.

Immediately, the door slid open.

“Crewman Wrench! Come on in if you don’t mind,” called Captain Boyfriend from the inside.

Wrench did as asked and went straight inside.

It was a large area that fit Captain Boyfriend quite easily.

For a Tongsta, he was quite large, and took up a good deal of space.

He was hovering next to a purely Tongsta terminal and looked to be interacting with it.

“Please, be at ease. I’m just finishing this communication and then we can have a chat,” advised Captain Boyfriend. “There’s a Hume refreshment corner near the door, Crewman Wrench.”

Really?

Turning, Wrench looked and did indeed find something similar to what was laid out in the room for the Tongsta, now for Hume.

“Thanks, Dad,” Wrench said and zipped off for the corner.

No small number of the Hume and Grae referred to Captain Boyfriend as Dad.

The Tongsta had single handedly turned his ship into a Hab, invented hundreds of things for Hume use only, and had treated the Hume and Grae as crewman in public.

In private, the big rumbling Tongsta had become quite warm and often just listened quietly and offered advice if asked.

Captain Boyfriend let out a rumbling chuckle at Wrench’s comment but didn’t reply.

Nice!

Coffee.

Wrench eagerly made himself a cup of coffee from the dispenser, as well as an oat bar. Then plopped himself down in one of the seats that were available.

Putting one ankle over the other, he just sat there and enjoyed having nothing to do.

Right around the time Wrench finished his coffee, Captain Boyfriend disengaged himself from the terminal.

“I’m so sorry, Wrench,” apologized the large Tongsta. He floated away from the terminal and settled himself down in a very large circular shaped chair-like thing.

It was massive compared to Goodie’s.

“It’s fine, Dad. Someone’s gotta put food on the table, after all,” Wrench allowed. He pocketed the back half of the oat bar and tossed his cup into the trash. Then moved over to Captain Boyfriend.

“Ha… that’s not wrong,” admitted Captain Boyfriend as he settled into his seat.

On a whim, Wrench just settled down right on top of the massive Tongsta. He felt slightly sticky, just as Goodie often did, though he was warmer.

Shifting around, he got comfortable against him, then let out a breath.

“So what’s up, Dad?” he asked.

Captain Boyfriend had been slow to warm up to physical interactions with Hume. Though he had come around to it in the end.

A thin tentacle came out from him and then lightly patted Wrench on the head a few times, before receding back into himself.

That was about as much contact as you’d get from him, but even that was significant. The Tongsta just wasn’t that physical, which was a direct opposite to Goodie.

“Wanted to talk to you about the results of our tests. We’ve gotten the final statement back,” Captain Boyfriend said. He sounded tired but well enough. “It went well. Really well. No one can argue that we vastly outperformed compared to expectations.

“Then there’s what happened on the station. That went… better than anyone thought it could.”

“Oh? That’s good. What do we need to do next?” Wrench asked, his mind ticking over everything that’d happened.

“I’m not sure. I need to talk to Goodie and see what she thinks about it,” Captain Boyfriend murmured. “The results looked good. Great. No one has a complaint.

“I’ve got a number of captains all wanting to come aboard and view what we’ve done. See how it works. Which is good.

“I’ve also heard that some people have asked in the background why we should bother to pay Hume at all.

“Which is very much what we don’t want, and I’ve been going after even the barest hint of that. I’ve stated in every communication I’ve ever sent, that Hume and Grae are crewmates. Friends. Family, in some ways.

“That they receive pay, benefits, and the rights of my Tongsta born crewman. The same as anyone else. Your recording has helped that to a degree. It’s helped spread awareness of Hume far and wide. Attached to that is… ah… well, the fact that you have relations with Grae indicates Grae understand as well.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Wrench admitted with a laugh. “Thanks Dad. We appreciate you looking out for us.”

“Well… yes… I… wouldn’t be a very good father figure if I wasn’t looking out for you all,” rumbled the big Tongsta. “Suffice it to say, things are looking good. We have a lot of work to do, especially with that rebel insurgency making moves, but things are looking good.”

“Great. I’m glad to hear it. Other than talking to mom, what’s next for us?” Wrench asked. “How can I help?”

“Well… that’s probably where you won’t be as happy,” began Captain Boyfriend. “I think it’s pretty likely that you may end up being removed from the ship.

“We can’t… risk you, Wrench. You are literally the first Hume to ever be understood by a Tongsta. Absolutely understood and clearly. Not like what we’re doing right now, but in a way that… I can’t describe it, actually. Just know that you are singular. Unique. Special.

“To the point that if you died on my ship, I think the entire movement would be set back. Set back and possibly never recover.”

Ah… yes.

I can see what he means.

Damnit.

It feels like it was just starting to be… home.

But if I’m leaving the ship, where am I going?

Where will Goodie be?


Chapter 2

Deeply unsure of what was going on, Wrench floated down the hall.

By the time he and Captain Boyfriend had truly finished talking, Wrench’s shift was over. There was no work for him to go do afterward and he was quite literally cleared for his personal time.

On top of that, he knew for a fact that everyone he’d want to spend time with, would be working at the moment. This was one of the days where his time off period didn’t overlap with anyone else’s.

Coming to a halt in the middle of an intersection, Wrench hung there.

Unsure of what to do.

Then he let out a short breath and went straight up to the nearest vent.

He knew exactly what to do and felt stupid for not thinking of it sooner.

Once again there was a Grae he didn’t know.

“Hello, Wrench, Fixer. I’m going to go see Mom,” Wrench explained as he came to a stop. “It isn’t scheduled. I can go to a nearby junction and go through normal protocols from there.”

The Grae looked at him and waited quietly.

“Oh… I’m so sorry,” Wrench mumbled, then stood up straight. He met the Grae’s eyes, looked her over, then looked to her chest.

She was a good looking Grae.

Looking back up to her face, he found the corners of her mouth had stretched out just a bit.

While Grae were all practicing smiling, their involuntary movements were still their own. Her mouth had started to widen out into a grimace at his look.

“You’re a lovely Grae,” Wrench stated. “Has a Hume run you down yet? Because I’d be shocked if I wasn’t right.”

The grimace stretched out immediately and then became a Hume smile.

“They have not. Yet. I do have one longing for me though. I’m… considering it,” admitted the Grae. “It’s a strange and very new thing for me, but I’m willing to consider it.”

“Cleared, Wrench, Fixer. Permissions are granted for all travel,” stated the Grae inside the vent.

“Have a good day,” murmured the Grae he’d just complimented that was still smiling at him.

Nodding in acknowledgment as he passed the Grae while entering the opened vent, Wrench shot down it straight toward the exit for Goodie’s workspace.

Which would be extremely guarded.

Heavily guarded.

There were few spots in the ship as heavily guarded as Goodie’s workspace.

Things like the armory, the bridge and the engines held the same priority for security as Goodie.

As he exited the travel tube and into the bay that she could be reached from, he noted the red walls, the number of Grae and Hume with weapons, and even wearing what looked a lot like armor.

“Wrench, Fixer,” Wrench stated, slowly approaching the security detail. “I wanted to talk to Mom. Is she in?”

“Yes. She’s in. You’re cleared to enter, Wrench,” called someone from the detail.

Wrench nodded his head and moved through the security checkpoint.

Exiting out to a vent that was manned by two Grae.

The vent was opened before he was even near, and he was allowed to pass. The security here at the vent was rather minimal considering what it would take to get here.

Moving right past them, Wrench saw that Goodie was alone in her workspace. Quietly making plots and routes as she hung in her harness.

“Oh?” Goodie murmured aloud, the scar that ran along her turning toward Wrench. Something he had caused when trying to help her medically and not knowing how to do it. “My Wrenchie! Oooh, sweetie, did you come to see mommy?”

“Yeah. I did. I wanted to talk if you don’t mind,” Wrench admitted as he moved over to her. He sat down on the edge of the “work Hab” he had spent time in with just to be near her at work. “I could really use your advice mom, but it isn’t anything that needs you immediately. It’s not an emergency. It can wait a bit.”

“Alright. Well. Your mommy will gladly hear anything you have to say, sweetie. My Wrenchie,” cooed Goodie. Despite her knowing that all Hume and Grae were sentient, she still treated them all as if they were her babies. “Now, I would never lie to you dear, and I would never seek to mislead you, but if this is what Captain… Captain Boyfriend said, then your mommy is well aware.

“In fact, he talked to me about it at length.

“Is this about the fact that we can’t really afford to lose you, dear?”

Holding his breath for a moment, Wrench then let it out with a laugh.

This wasn’t surprising at all.

“You and Dad are really taking that parental role seriously. You were in lockstep long before you ever brought it up to me, weren’t you?” Wrench assumed.

“Yes, dear. My Wrenchie,” Goodie agreed. A tentacle casually stretching out two different plots. “I agree with Captain Boyfriend. He’s not wrong with his worries. It’d harm our movement to make Hume truly recognized as a clan if you died.”

Looking down to the ground, Wrench really didn’t know how to respond to that. How to work through the whole situation to get to an answer he could unpack for himself.

“Alright,” Wrench said finally. “Where does that leave me? Am I going to be shipped off to your ship and join a new Hab by myself or… what? I don’t even know what to think.

“If you and everyone are here, where does that leave me? I really don’t want to leave everyone.”

Goodie let out a noise that could only be translated as a sigh.

“Yes. I was not very happy about you going elsewhere either,” admitted Goodie. “You’ve been with me such a short period of time, but it feels as if all the goodness in my life is owed to you being there.

“Yet… if I’m going to do what’s best for all Hume, all Grae, I must send you away. I can’t even go with you.

“I can’t go with you but… I think I have a different solution. One that isn’t great but… will advance our cause, provide you with security, and even give you something to do.”

“Oh? What’s that, mom?” Wrench asked, lifting his head up and looking to Goodie.

She had let her tentacles fall and was now clearly turned toward him.

“There is a large science clan. They want to do some experiments on you, your implant, and other individuals,” Goodie started. Her words coming with some caution yet sounded determined. “We’d be able to send you with your original Hab, along with more or less your full Hab’s companions. If they’re willing to go with you, that is.

“The testing would be just to determine how you were able to speak as you did. To see if you can do it again, and if so, to figure out what it takes.

“They also want to try out some new tools they came up with to try and understand Hume and how their organs work. We know some of it but… not really. Just enough to make sure you don’t die easily, but that’s about it.

“It’s embarrassing to admit, but we know less about Hume than we thought we did.”

“That doesn’t sound too awful,” Wrench began. “But what if they hurt me or… do something stupid? If you’re not there to help me… I’m somewhat at their mercy.”

“That’s the part of this that works out a bit better than other things,” said Goodie. A tentacle came out and gently wrapped around Wrench’s shoulders.

Before Goodie could continue, Wrench moved forward and simply laid himself out on Goodie’s surface.

“Mm, my Wrenchie,” murmured Goodie. “It works out better, because this science clan always has a number of ships acting as security vessels. Captain Boyfriend and I negotiated that our vessel would be part of that detail if you were to accept this testing.

“That way he and I are there if you need us. I’d likely be able to see you every six or seven Hume days. Which, while it isn’t great, it’s not horrible either.”

Nodding his head, Wrench realized this really was the likely best option for everyone involved. Captain Boyfriend could get steady and relatively safe work, he’d have them there if he needed them, and they could progress the cause.

“It wouldn’t cost Dad anything to do this?” he asked.

“Mmm, well he’ll just be delighted to hear you wanted to make sure of his well-being,” Goodie teased good naturedly. “Yes D… Dad will be fine. Mommy promises. If anything, it’s technically a step up for him. It would also forcibly increase his rank.

“It just won’t allow him to get any prestige or honor for being out on military patrol.”

“Then let’s do that. I’ll just need to figure out who’s willing to go with me,” Wrench murmured.

“Honestly? I’m willing to bet each and every one of your original Hab-mates will go with you,” Goodie prophesized. “I think you’ll even have a number of new people who want to be there.”

“Speaking of new people, I saw more than a few Grae I’ve never met before. Did you find an illegal breeder again? This time for Grae?” Wrench asked.

“Oh! Yes, I did,” Goodie said with a chortle. “I found… thousands upon thousands of Grae. I’m setting up for them to have a new planet as well. Smaller than the Hume one, but given their numbers are so much less, it’ll be fine. It’ll orbit the Hume planet, in fact.

“I had a number of the Grae who understood the whole situation infiltrate the breeding grounds as soon as I took them over. They almost immediately were able to convert a large percentage of the population.”

“That’s great! I’m glad to hear that. They’ll have a chance to live normal lives. Good show, Goodie. Patron mother of the Hume and the Grae,” Wrench congratulated her.

“Mm! Yes. It’s quite an accomplishment. I’m quite pleased for it,” Goodie remarked, then let out an ugly chuckle. “I then jumped the entire clan ship into a massive gas giant. I made sure there weren’t any Hume or Grae on board beforehand, of course.

“Only after we made them give us any information they could on other breeders.

“My agents are even now looking for them.

“Oh, oh, speaking of agents, Wrenchie, guess what?”

“What, my oh so amazing and beautifully round mother? Clearly you are as amazing as could ever be and will always go well above and beyond anything I could ever guess at. Did you become the grand leader of the whole clan?” Wrench asked with a laugh.

He did feel as if Goodie could accomplish anything she wanted.

“Well… uh… no, not that. But-but I did figure out a way to find others like me. I can locate and recruit more Nav-cerers,” Goodie said with more than a little excitement. “I can find them, bring them in, hire them, and train them.

“I’ve already found twenty or so of them. At this point, I have enough Nav-cerers to start a clan on that alone.”

“Of course you did, mom. Because you’re the main character of the story,” Wrench said while laughing. “I’m sure because you found them, rather than someone else, they’re all deeply loyal to you.”

“Ah… yes? I mean, that they’re loyal to me. Not that I’m the main character. I’m not the main character,” Goodie argued, laughed, and then paused. “Am I?”

“You are to me, mom,” Wrench said and got comfortable against Goodie. “Now, what next? Because my shift is over, and if I don’t miss my guess, I won’t have another one.”

“You won’t, no. I’ve already gotten everything ready for you if you said yes. Your Hab is already reset and ready. It’ll be like you never left,” admitted Goodie.

“That’s fine. It’s a really nice Hab. Speaking about Habs… whatever happened to the games? Has that become a hot button politically now that everything’s happened?”

“Paused indefinitely. I also… well… I may have raided their store-front and taken every Hume or Grae I found,” conceded Goodie. “They couldn’t move forward even if they wanted to.

“They had a Hab filled with Hume just like Lovely. It was mildly upsetting. I’ve got them all segregated off with all those poor Hume you were made to breed with.

“They’re all nice, but I feel that they’d be misused if put into a general Hume population.

“Unfortunately, many of my poor Hume still mentally suffer from what’s been done to them. I think it’ll take time for them to become less… aggressive to one another.”

“What you really mean, is it’ll take a generation or two for the Brawlers to have some of their genetic aggression bred out,” Wrench translated. “It’s unfortunate but they really are rough on everyone.”

“I-yes. I do love my rough and tumble Brawlers, but they’re just too much on any Hab they’re in,” lamented Goodie. “They’re victims of what was done to them, but they make victims of everyone else. I’ve got all of them in stasis for now.

“I just-I just hope at some point you can help me sort through them to figure out who we can let live a normal life and those we need to put in different circumstances.”

That… sucks.

On many levels.

But it’s better than killing them.

Maybe we can figure out a way to curb their aggression.

“For now, I think I’ll just keep all those awfully pretty Hume with you in your Hab when I can. It’ll give them a chance to learn from people who care about their safety,” Goodie said. “Now, my dear Wrenchie, let’s talk about you. It’s been a bit since we talked, and I really want to know how things are going!”

***

Letting out a slow breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding, Wrench found himself standing inside of the Hab he regarded as home.

Even after he’d settled in on Captain Boyfriend’s ship, after running endless shifts and truly becoming part of the crew, this still was home in the back of his head.

“It’s exactly as we left it,” murmured a voice from behind him.

Turning around, Wrench saw Stripe, Seventh, and Squeak.

Stripe was the one closest to him.

She was five-foot one on a good day.

Large dark-blue eyes stared at him under her finely manicured and clean-looking brown eyebrows.

InHume ears that were perched on the top of her head were swiveled in his direction as well.

They were large, rounded ears, with a white furry edge around the rims of them.

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

Seventh was once again wearing a blue colored dress.

This was form-fitting as many of the ones she wore were, which given her features as a highly fit and toned Brawler, was great.

She was six-foot tall and every inch of her was strong and sure.

Her short dark-black hair, which in her current fashion was four inches long, had been pulled back.

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

Pale green eyes were locked to him, and a wide smile enhanced the attractiveness of her face.

Before anyone could say anything else, Squeak marched up to him and stared at him from only a foot away.

Her oddly long round inHume ears were pitched toward him just as Stripe’s had been. Her tail was dangling down at her feet in a very casual way.

Her brown hair was gathered back behind her head and held there with several clips.

As he gazed into her face, he found it somewhat hard to look away from those clear brown eyes that were so rich in color and warmth.

That and her enlarged eyes made the colored portions seem even larger.

“Well, as your personal Mender, it wasn’t as if I could remain on the ship without you,” declared Squeak. “I’m the only one who can tend to you, and you’re the only one who can breed with me. It’s not like I can do either without you there.”

Stripe sighed loudly and with deliberateness at that.

Seventh on the other hand laughed.

“Hey Squeak, when you’re done breeding with him, or before, whenever, make sure he breeds with me. Now that we’re home it’s time to work on Eighth,” Seventh said, and began walking away from the airlock. She was moving straight up to the pens.

“Okay! I’ll do that, Seventh,” Squeak assured her even as she quickly sidestepped around Wrench and put herself behind him. She stuck her face into his side, wrapped her arms around him, and stared out at Stripe. “You can’t keep him to yourself, Stripe. We all need our own piece of him.”

Stripe stared back at Squeak without saying a word.

Until Squeak moved behind Wrench entirely, her face pressed into his spine.

Then Stripe let out a breath, blinked, looked to Wrench, and marched over to him.

“Well,” she murmured, stepping up to the front of him. She reached up and lightly fiddled with his collar. Then reached up and flicked at his hair twice, repositioning some of it. “I suppose I am… being a bit strange about it. I let them in close, encouraged you to open your bed to them, then I try to close it back up again.

“As if I could ever actually do that without causing more friction than not allowing them in to begin with would’ve done.”

Clicking her tongue, Stripe looked up into Wrench’s face. Then she gently pulled down on his collar and stood up on her tippytoes.

She pressed a kiss to his lips, then settled back down.

Putting her hands to Wrench’s hips, she deliberately put her hands atop Squeak’s. The move felt overly deliberate and somehow, threatening.

Wrench didn’t care for it, honestly.

“However… Squeak… didn’t we discuss this?” Stripe asked.

Squeak pushed her face more deeply into Wrench’s back. Her fingers digging into his sides.

I think I need to poke Stripe in the forehead.

I’m not entirely sure I want her trying to wrangle things in the background for me with other people in my life.

I’m perfectly capable of making my own choices.

“Squeak, go chat with Stripe and Seventh,” Wrench said after a pause. “I assure you that if you feel like something is wrong afterward, or something’s wrong, I’ll hear you out, and make it right.

“Regardless of what it is. I’ll make sure that however it involves me, it’ll be exactly how I want it to be.”

“You… promise?” Squeak asked.

“I promise. I’m doing so while staring into Stripe’s face, no less, so she knows I’m not kidding. Even if it upsets her, that’s just how it has to be,” declared Wrench, holding Stripe’s gaze. “Because while I trust Stripe for many things, I love her, and I’d do many things for her, I’m still going to live my own life, as I see fit. That most certainly includes my relationships and friendships with other individuals.

“That said, I admit that I do listen to her opinion in many things, but I still have my own thoughts and wishes beyond that. My own choices. Isn’t that right, Stripe?”

Stripe blinked slowly, then nodded her head. Whatever thoughts she had been having just now were gone.

He saw no threat in her, and if anything, it reminded him of when he had scolded Tickaht after she got too aggressive with him.

“Great. You guys go ahead. I’m going to go on a quick little walk about,” Wrench said and forcibly stepped away. Getting Stripe and Squeak both to release him. “I’ll see you at meal time.”

Waving a hand at them, he set off quickly.

He wanted to get an idea of how things were.

Goodie said everything was great, but he still wanted to confirm it for himself.

“Seeing is believing, trust but verify, inspect what you expect, all that whooda whata,” muttered Wrench as he headed off for the ducts.


Chapter 3

Wrench smiled and waved as the large group of Hume meandered their way back up to the pens. They were mostly women he had spent time sleeping with when he had been in the Hume shelter.

Beautiful women of every variety and of varying mental aptitudes.

They weren’t bad people, but by being bred to him, Goodie had marked them out separately.

The “Lovely” family was also amongst that large mass of Hume, but thankfully, he wasn’t responsible for them.

Once they acclimated to how life was supposed to be, they could probably join the general population.

So long as they can stand up for themselves to a degree.

That’s probably the biggest problem.

The largest hurdle we’ll have to overcome as a species.

How do we go from Hab life, to society life.

It’s going to take a lot of strength of… of… character.

Ugh.

To fix something this deep, it’ll need someone at the top to force it all the way down. Just like I did with that Brawler… I forget his name. Pretty face?

Eh, anyways.

Just like that.

Where I sit atop it all, force everyone to behave, and roll it all the way down.

I’ll probably have to utilize people loyal to me and willing to do what I need them to do.

Probably have to sort through a bunch of Brawlers and figure out which ones are suitable for such a thing.

This feels like far too much for me.

Far too much.

Whatever.

I’ll just find the smartest Admini I can, tell them I’ll fix any problem that comes up, and tell them what I want them to do. Then they do it.

If they want to fight me about it, I’ll fix them, too.

Considering Goodie will be the one overseeing us for a time, food won’t be an issue. Nor will water.

It won’t be a resource drive or anything like that.

It’ll just be… control, wouldn’t it?

Maybe I’ll need those Brawlers after all. As aggressive as they are, once cowed, they’ll follow whoever their Head is.

“You see? He looks, he longs. Just as I expected,” said Tickaht.

Blinking, Wrench realized that a trio of Grae were standing in front of him.

Additionally, there was an entire group of twenty or so more Grae casually moving toward the pens. Though more than a few glanced upward at the vines and tree tops above them.

Looking up to the space beyond the Hab-glass, he saw a Tongsta fleeing away.

Which meant it was one of Goodie’s helpers that he didn’t know very well.

I wonder if they prefer living in the pens now, or would prefer to go back into the trees?

I should ask Kat and Nun.

Putting his attention back to the trio in front of him, Wrench confirmed they were all Grae he knew, thankfully.

From left to right, they all had quite similar features, as all Grae came from a certain “palette” as it were.

In the middle was Tickaht.

A slim and lithe Grae. A hunter with a great deal of grace. Which given her well-endowed chest was somewhat surprising.

Grae as a whole were humanoid-like, with pale-ash-colored skin, a wider mouth than normal, and white hair.

They also had a fully black sclera with only a red pupil for color.

Most eye-catching of all though was that Grae had two pairs of breasts. One atop the other.

“I do look and long for you, Kat. I also love you,” Wrench said with a grin. He hadn’t expected the Grae to start arriving today, but he was actually glad for it.

He liked the Grae as a people.

“Ahhhhh,” murmured Tickaht a second before she darted forward and hugged him. Her arms holding to him with a fierce determination. “It was an easy answer when Goodie asked me if I wished to be with my mate or to remain on the ship.”

Wrench chuckled and hugged Tickaht back.

Then decided to mess with her just a bit and put more strength into his arms.

Right up to the point that he felt Tickaht squirm in his grasp, only to release her.

“Good thing you agreed. I’d hate to have to go hunt you down, tie you up, and bring you back,” Wrench teased, turning his head and forcefully kissing the pretty Grae for several seconds. Only to break the kiss as well. “Because you’re my Grae, Kat. Mine. Your days of being the hunter are over.”

Tickaht was as pale as could be at the moment. It was a strange look to be sure, but she seemed delighted.

Only to promptly slam her face into his shoulder as if she were going to hide form him.

“I like this,” Nunnkish stated from a few feet away. “This is good. You hunting us after looking and longing is new. Fresh.

“Would you have come for me as well? Despite me being less than Kat?”

Looking away from Tickaht who reminded him a lot of Squeak right now, Wrench looked to Nunnkish.

She was a very well-endowed Grae that actually looked Hume more often than not. Often stealing clothes straight out of Stripe’s wardrobe for her own ends.

To the point that Stripe had run out of underwear and had forcefully taken Nunnkish to get herself an entire set of clothes that were a duplicate to her own.

Surprisingly though, Nunnkish had dyed her hair a blonde color.

“I would, actually. You’re not allowed to escape either, Nun,” Wrench said, his fingers lightly sliding across Tickaht’s scalp. “I don’t love you yet, but I think I want you around so I can fall for you. You don’t mind, do you?”

“No. I don’t mind. I like it,” said the Grae with a bright and sunny smile. Her now blonde hair had grown out some, and she was actively styling it in ways that were quite Hume.

School Hume, no less.

She was quite a pretty picture.

“I think I already have fallen for you,” Nunnkish said, walking right up to where Tickaht was. She put a hand to the other Grae and pushed, though not with much force.

Tickaht hesitated a moment, squeezed Wrench tight, then sped off. Sprinting away from them at high speed.

“Kats happy,” Nunnkish said and then carefully, gently, hugged Wrench. Ever displaying that she was taking every Hume mannerism for herself. Even the way she looked up at him with a smile and waited there seemed Hume to him. “She just wasn’t sure how you’d react.”

Taking the initiative, Wrench kissed Nunnkish, his right hand lightly cupping her face as he did so.

The beautiful Grae responded in a way that was stiff, but Hume. Kissing him in return and leaning into him.

It was brief, and he broke away from her.

Nunnkish let out a honk unexpectedly, only to audibly strangle it into a sigh.

Then she gestured at the third Grae.

“And of course Zntik. Apparently after she met you, she realized she wanted to know more,” Nunnkish stated, then artfully sighed, looking at him through her eyelashes. “Did you really have to compliment her so deeply?”

It was the first time Wrench had seen Nunnkish be anything other than warm, slightly offbeat, or deferential to him.

She’s envious?

“Oh shush, you know your breasts are magnificent. It’s been hard to not simply grab at you,” Wrench said and idly put a hand to said bosom. He deliberately had put his hand atop one of her lower breasts. They’d been more sensitive for Tickaht. He wasn’t sure if Nunnkish would be the same.

His fingers tightened fractionally, enough for her to know he was doing this deliberately.

Only for him to turn his attention to Zntik.

The action did what he wanted it to.

Nunnkish’s brain was clearly short-circuited, and he felt her staring at him in a way that was decidedly Grae. Her fingers starting to dig into his back where she held him.

He even heard her breath catch and come out in a ragged way.

The last of the three Grae was indeed Zntik.

Surprisingly though, she’d dyed her hair a deep red color.

A red so vibrant that it was hard to not notice her.

She was wearing her security uniform and looking decidedly spectacular.

“I mean, how could I not be here? I volunteered when Goodie came to collect Nunnkish and Tickaht,” Zntik said boldly and grinned at him. “You looked at me and I could feel you long for me. Deny it and I’ll leave, otherwise admit it.

“Now admit it or deny it. I demand an answer of you.”

Wrench continued to idly caress Nunnkish as he looked at Zntik.

“I admit it. You’re a beautiful Grae. I looked at you, longed for you. Even now I want to see more of you,” Wrench confessed willingly. “I like the hair color change by the way. What brought that on?”

“Oh. A simple thing. Nunnkish mentioned all the hair colors of your women,” Zntik murmured and walked up to him. He realized she was as tall as he was, if not a touch more. She was equally as broad and muscular. “I suggested we dye our hair red and blonde to stand out more.

“After all, we should strive to set ourselves apart and be more, so you crave more.

“And Nunnkish, do you really want him to toy you with you like that?”

“Yes, I very much do,” hissed the Grae, the words breaking her out of what had felt like a trance to Wrench. She grabbed his wrist and pushed his hand more firmly against her breast.

Zntik laughed at that, a sound that had a lovely quality to it. As if she’d been practicing it and found what was natural to her.

“Mm, well. I’m going to go make myself at home,” Zntik murmured, holding Wrench’s gaze.

Then surprisingly, she waved her taloned fingers at him and walked away. Her hips moving with a slow rolling gate that made him watch as she left.

Yet she didn’t look back.

Didn’t acknowledge him in any way.

She didn’t act like the normally aggressive hunter that was Tickaht, or the oddly dedicated and normally demure Nunnkish.

Shrugging his shoulders, Wrench put his attention back to Nunnkish.

The lovely Grae was plastered to his side and forcing his hand to grope her quite roughly. Panting now in soft honks through her nose.

“Geeze, Nun,” Wrench murmured with a laugh. “Save that for later. Go get settled. I need to greet whoever comes next.”

“Everyone is here,” Nunnkish whispered, then let out a low honk, her clawed fingers digging at Wrench’s own till he was just about crushing her breast with his hand. “We’re the last.”

“You’re the last?” Wrench asked, confused.

He had genuinely expected all the School Hume to show up if he had to be honest.

As well as Gadget, Spooky, and everyone else.

“Yes,” honked Nunnkish, stepping away from him. She grabbed his other hand and planted it on her chest as well. Making him fondle her in a way so rough that he imagined she was bruising. “All the others are going to meet up with us at the facility. Everyone from our Hab agreed to come. No one said no.

“Given the numbers, they have to go through a separate quarantine.”

Oh.

Well that’s fine.

I’m glad everyone’s coming.

Honking quietly, Nunnkish continued to forcibly make him fondle her.

Wrench gently broke free of Nunnkish’s control, grabbed her by the jaw, and lifted her chin up till he could stare into her face. Her entire face was a bright red color.

“Look at me, Nun. Long for me,” he demanded of her, causing her eyes to widen. “When I truly feel longed for, I’ll give you what you want.”

He released her jaw and gave her cheek several firm pats. Just enough to test a theory.

Nunnkish’s face became an even darker red if that were possible.

Trembling honking noises escaped her as she stared at him in a way that made his entire body respond.

He had to forcibly take hold of his power to dial down his body’s sexual response to the way she was looking at him.

Ha.

She says she’s stupid and not very bright, but she also has a bit different of a need.

Doesn’t she?

Wrench kissed her, then left her standing there.

He had work to do if everyone was coming back.

***

“Uh,” Wrench murmured aloud as he looked up at the swarm of Tongsta surrounding him. They were quite literally floating over him, at his sides, behind him, and in front of him. “Hey there. Not sure how many of you actually understand Hume, but the longer we talk to one another, the better it gets.”

“What did he say?” asked one of them.

“He said that he’s not sure how many of you understand him, but the more you talk the easier it gets,” said Talker from somewhere.

“Talker! Where are you? When’d you get here. I didn’t realize you’d be here. I’m glad to see you. I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye,” Wrench said, looking around. “Get your wriggly butt over here.”

There was a laugh that came immediately from Talker and the Tongsta slipped through the crowd of Tongsta.

“He expressed thanks that I was here, asked me when I arrived, and is surprised that I’m here,” Talker relayed. “He also used my Hume name, Talker, to say all this. He was sad he couldn’t say goodbye to me, then asked me to get my wriggly butt over here.

“And as for him, at least I have a butt to wriggle. You still look like someone took a flat metal bar and made it into a Hume shape.”

Wrench laughed at that as he marched over to the edge of the table he was on.

Banter between Hume and Tongsta had come about quite naturally for most everyone.

“Good to see you. So, what’s going on here. We just holding a communication class? Not everyone is as smart as you though, Talker. They might take a while,” Wrench quipped.

“He wants to know why we’re here and what’s going on. If we’re holding a communication class,” explained Talker. “Then he lamented that you’re probably not as smart as I am.

“To be fair, I learned how to work and talk with Hume very quickly. After mastering Hume, I learned Grae even quicker.

“As to why we’re here, Wrench, it’s just an orientation. A lot of these scientists weren’t really sure how to go about this.

“I don’t think they expected Lady Goodie and you to agree.”

“It made sense. Orientation. Okay. Well… I dunno. Hi, I’m Wrench, happy to be here, looking forward to being done with this and going home. If you have questions, just let me know. What do we do now?” Wrench prompted.

“His name is Wrench, he’s happy to be here, happier to go home. Let him know if you have questions. Now what?” Talker paraphrased.

“Well… uh… I don’t know,” said one of the Tongsta. “I’ve read all the notations and reports from the brief testing done before with Wrench. From that and how the-the reports from Captain xxhht’s ship read, it’s clear that Hume can understand Tongsta.

“There isn’t much of a need to test that, I believe. For the roundness of things, it would be best if we tackled the other side of it.

“Hume’s being understood by Tongsta and-and… and that angle.”

There was a deadly silence.

“Shouldn’t we?” asked someone else.

“I mean, it sounds like a waste of time to me,” Talker said with a laugh. “Most everyone on the ship can already mostly understand Hume and Grae. Just a matter of being around them.

“But hey, you do you. Just don’t waste Wrench’s time. If you’re going to sit around and try to understand him, you’re really better off just gathering around his Hab and listening to all the Hume as they live and go about their day.

“Or if that doesn’t work for you, bringWrench out and have him do something. Have him explain it as he’s doing it, too.

“Wrench has said previously he loves taking things apart, figuring them out, and putting them back together in working order.”

“Yeah, I do love that. Why? Do you think they have some things I can futz with?” Wrench put in.

“I mean, they’re a bunch of egg-shaped roundbodies. Wanna bet they break a bunch of crap and just put it in corners?” Talker asked with a laugh.

To which Wrench laughed along as well.

“Fuuuuuck, are you telling me they’re all Admini? Are they going to be like Spooky, where I find a pile of broken displays in the corner that he’s forgotten about?” Wrench asked.

“Ha! Probably,” Talker admitted, letting out another chuckle. “Eh, who’re you kidding you box-headed gear-monkey. You’re probably already thinking of all the things you could fix.”

“Yeah, yeah, stop your quivering. I admit it,” Wrench confessed. “I want them to drop a mountain load of crap for me to fix along with tools to do it.

“How about you go put yourself through an impeller, alright?”

“Hell with that, did that, got the medal, rather not do it again,” declined Talker. Then he sighed. “Alright. You Adminis need to go find Wrench some tools and things to fix.

“That’s how we’ll start this since you have no idea what you want to do. Go find him any broken mechanical equipment you can. Oh, and Hume oat bars. Just like a Hume-box of them. Just plunk’em down right there on the edge of the table. Along with some Hume-water bottles.”

As if shocked at being told what to do, but not having a response, all the Tongsta made a weird quivering motion, then shot off in every other direction.

“Oh, Talker,” Wrench said as a thought popped into his head. “We should do medical testing, too. Remember the hardening pod? If there’s anything else like that, Hume could handle it.”

“Uh? Hm. That’s a good point. Was it… gross… for you when you did that?” Talker asked.

“It was like swimming through thick water, really. Then again, I’ve been launched into a shitpit before if you remember. Maybe I’m the weird one?” Wrench offered up.

“Well, I ask because elderly Tongsta can have issues with their insides,” began Talker, sounding somewhat unsure. “They can’t expel waste as easily and they start to harden around it.

“It’s not something we can get to quickly or often identify. But… you know… Hume in a suit could probably handle that without an issue. If it isn’t even a problem for you guys, it’d be easy to handle.

“Though I can’t imagine how it’d feel as the Tongsta. Can’t be worse than going through an impeller though. Ha.”

“Can’t be worse than an impeller,” agreed Wrench. “So, she dig the medal you got? Did Little Green offer to polish it for you?”

“Oh for being boxed sake Wrench. I swear your head is always in the gutter,” Talker said with a loud laugh. Little Green was his partner and mate as far as Wrench understood it. Then he groaned. “Yes, she polished my medal. Happy?”

“Hell yeah. Want me to applaud?” Wrench teased with a laugh. Then he sighed. “Talker, give it to me straight, these eggs gonna figure this out quick? Or am I going to be digging around through machines forever.”

“I… don’t know Wrench,” Talker admitted. “What I do know though is, Captain Boyfriend is super happy. He’s already leveraging this posting to signal boost Hume even further.

“Doesn’t hurt that someone accidentally… not really accidentally… leaked all of the ships’ reports. Along with secretly… not so secretly… recorded footage of Hume doing repairs and Grae security.”

“Dad did it?” Wrench asked with a grin.

“Yeah. Probably. I mean, come on… who else would have all that footage?” Talker asked with a laugh.


Chapter 4

Wrench stopped and started to laugh. To the point that he had to stand up and look at Talker.

“You boxed mother-fucker. You’re the reason Zntik was there!” he said accusingly.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Talker replied, rotating idly in the space above him and to the side. Clearly keeping himself entertained. “Why would I ever drop beautiful Grae and Hume into your work groups and path just to try and get you in trouble with Stripe?

“How could you ever accuse someone as innocent and kind as I?”

“You did do it! You jerk. Do I need to start telling you how amazing you are to every Tongsta I run across? Do I need to go lie to Pretty Blue that you moon over her constantly?” hissed Wrench, still laughing even as he spoke.

“You could try. She won’t believe you,” mused Talker. “She and I just never fit that way, Wrench. I wish I could explain Tongsta relationships or how we find mates, but it’s nothing like Hume and Grae.”

“Oh, sure, sure. Fine. I’m going to tell her anyways,” Wrench threw out at the Tongsta, then sighed. “Jerk. Fine, fine. You got me.

“I’ll get you back, you just wait.”

“I’m so eager to see where you go with it,” Talker said in a teasing voice. “Though, you might as well pack it in, buddy. This testing session is almost over.

“I know it’s been a boring three days for you, but they’re really enjoying it. Apparently… they even started to understand you a bit. That vague general feeling we get when we first start to figure it out.”

“Told you they’d take longer. Your stupid cubed-ass had it within that first work shift, I swear.”

“I mean, with how much Tickaht and Scrunch were cursing at me, I didn’t have much of a choice?” countered Talker good naturedly. “They’ll figure it out. Just remember that they’re Admini.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me. Though, are you a Brawler or a Fixer type?” Wrench asked, his head tilting to one side. He knew Tongsta weren’t that way and weren’t specialized, but he figured they all had a leaning one way or another.

“Would you be surprised to know I’m a Mender?” Talker asked with a laugh.

“No. I wouldn’t. That makes sense in a way,” Wrench said, then shook his head. “Alright. Uh… hey, Eggs, do I need to clean up after myself or are you going to handle it for me.”

There were a trio of Tongsta off to the side. They were working with odd looking Tongsta tablets and devices the entire time.

Talker laughed at his commentary but didn’t say anything.

He was under orders to not translate for them.

“He… ah… you want to know… if you’re done?” asked one of them.

“Or if-if ah, you’re done and need to clean up?” another asked.

“If I need to clean up. Or can you manage it for me?” Wrench asked.

“To… clean up. Right? To clean up? If it’s cleaning up, I’ll handle it,” said one of the Eggs.

“Thanks. You’re now Bright One since you’ve picked it up so quickly,” Wrench said seriously. “Alright. I’m going to go put on my suit and head back to my Hab.”

“Got it,” Talker murmured. “I’m going to head out myself then. Have a nice day, Wrench. You’ve got the next two Hume days off for yourself.

“Oh, and apparently there’s some Grand Clan Admini coming to see the results up close and rounded,” Talker warned. “I don’t think it’ll be an issue, but you should know about it.”

“Won’t be an issue because the Grand Clan heard Goodie jumped a ship into a planet?” Wrench asked.

“Oh yeah. Lady Goodie is not someone the Grand Clan can afford to offend anymore,” Talker agreed. “Speaking of, I’m going straight to Lady Goodie’s office to give her my update. Chances are she’ll visit you in those two days that you’re not helping with testing.”

“Nice. Alright. Take it easy Talker, say hi to Little Green for me,” said Wrench as he walked over to his suit.

Two days, huh?

Alright.

That’ll be nice.

By the time I get home every night, everyone’s asleep.

I haven’t even gotten a chance to see Gadget, Spooky, Dusky, or anyone, really.

Just whoever’s up still.

Which… thankfully… that’s been Stripe, Seventh, or Tickaht.

***

Wrench ended up returning far later than he had expected.

Bright One had asked him if he wouldn’t mind taking some extra time out to help him with vocabulary.

Which really just came down to Bright One asking Wrench to say a specific word repeatedly. Sometimes with Bright One touching Wrench, sometimes not.

In the span of just an hour, Bright One had gotten much further along that Wrench would have expected.

It made it hard to be resentful at all for the time spent, but it was also far later now than he had ever returned previously. He and Stripe had already talked about this type of situation and that she’d just go to bed without him.

They’d been able to talk more recently than they’d been able to when working on the ship in shifts. In just two nights they’d caught up and had just been spending time with one another.

Though that’d turned into making out more than a few times. Unfortunately, Stripe had apologized, admitted she wasn’t quite ready, and that that would be it.

To which Wrench had gone and tracked down Tickaht or Seventh to see if they were willing to jump in a bed with him when Stripe went to bed.

Bright One had put Wrench into the loading bay rather than the airlock in an attempt to not wake anyone up. Given that it was meant for Tongsta to interact with the Hab without bothering the Hume as well as to not let them escape, it was a good suggestion on Bright One’s part.

With a soft hiss of atmosphere changing, the loading bay finished its cycle, and Wrench could now leave it.

Exiting it, he walked out into the Ducts that it was attached to and paused.

He’d heard something odd just as he had grabbed the door to close it.

Standing there, he listened. Closing his eyes, he put his entire being toward listening.

Even going so far as to ramp up his nervous system, or more accurately, his auditory nerve system so that he could hear better.

No sooner than he did, he heard a very quiet rustling, along with a gentle clatter.

Wrench opened his eyes and began moving, leaving the door to the loading bay open. He didn’t want to make any noise right now if he didn’t have to.

Walking along the Ducts, Wrench continued to listen. Letting the sound guide him ever closer.

There was just the barest hint of noise now, as if whoever he was following had moved into an area that was harder to hear them at.

Speeding up to a smooth walk, Wrench pushed on.

When he had first heard the noise, he had felt that it sounded a lot like a grate being settled back into place. As if someone was mucking about with one of the sub-strait entries.

Here, in Goodie’s Hab, that area wasn’t very big and generally didn’t need much in the way of maintenance. Mostly because Hume hadn’t died anywhere as of yet and there hadn’t been enough wear and tear to warrant maintenance.

It’d be a good two or three decades before he would likely even need to go down there.

Yet it was also a great place to go into if you wanted to ruin a Hab. You could put a great many things in the deepest darkest corner, and it’d possibly be overlooked in a search.

I didn’t actually go and look through every single person that came over with Dusky and the others, did I.

Now I get to suffer for that I bet.

Fuck.

I mean, there’s the distinct possibility that the Hume resistance would view me and what we’re doing as an enemy.

It isn’t hard to fathom that they’d heard about me after Small-Boy reported back about what I warned them of.

Damnit all.

Grimacing, Wrench hurried on to the grate.

It was in the back of the Ducts where there weren’t too many reasons to venture.

For Wrench’s Hab, it was storage, the grate itself, and shelving. That was it and all that was ever planned to be back that way.

Getting down on his knees, Wrench put his ear to the grate.

He could faintly hear the sound of someone moving around in the sub-strait. The crunch and pop of the thumb sized rocks grinding against one another.

Fuck!

There really is someone down there.

Cursing in his mind, Wrench levered the grate up. He managed to do it without it making any noise, thankfully.

Dropping down into the sub-strait, he found that he would have to be hunched over quite a ways to move through this section of it.

Even if he did hunch, it was quite likely his shoulders would probably scrape against the ceiling.

Given his height and size, this would be rather awkward for him.

Shaking his head, Wrench realized he would need to put security on the grate, like a padlock. As well as some type of sensor to record people coming and going.

Beyond that, he would need to go through every single person who had entered his Hab to see who they were and if he should be concerned.

Maybe one of the Lovely group?

Moving forward quietly, Wrench did his best to limit his noise and the sounds he made. He needed to catch the person, not spook them off.

Catch them and question them.

Moving forward, Wrench entered into the greater sub-strait. An area that ran the entirety of the Hab but wasn’t very tall. Somewhere liquids and semi-solids could drain into through the floor if needed.

Wrench went still and listened.

Stretching out his senses to hear anything at all in here.

Except there wasn’t anything to hear.

It was deadly silent.

Frowning, Wrench realized that whoever was down here had heard him, or was doing something that didn’t make much noise.

Chewing at his lip, Wrench came to a decision quickly.

Shuffling off to one side, he moved around the edge of the supports that were under the Duct and put himself out of view of the vast majority of the sub-strait.

There was only one corner that would be able to see or hear him if he stood as still as possible.

Cancel that. We won’t capture anyone.

We need to take a different approach.

A smart one.

We’ll figure out what they did, look it over, then add the security.

I’ll be able to find out what’s happening and then back track to who did it, too.

Nodding his head to his own ideas, Wrench shifted his feet around, then lowered himself down from the hunch he was in, to a squat. Putting his back to the support structure.

He could wait.

Wrench left his hearing dialed up, but then slowly lowered his systems and functions. Drawing it down to a point that he was just about sleeping upright, but not.

The world faded away into a pleasant nothing, punctuated by the occasional noise that he couldn’t identify. It reminded him of something rubbing together.

Those noises didn’t concern him though, nor did it draw him out of state of non-wakefulness. Whatever the person was doing, they were doing it.

Time slid by.

Eventually, the sound of the individual moving prompted Wrench to come back to himself. Dialing his systems back up and coming to a full wakened state.

He also drew up his ability to see in the dark and made it more significant. To the point that he could see a good distance into the sub-strait in any direction.

Slowly, the person came ever closer to him.

Wrench directed his attention to the point that his hearing was telling him that it was coming from. A far corner, just about the furthest one could get from the entrance.

Through the shadows and dark, a figure was forming.

One that Wrench had a hard time believing to be true.

Stripe.

She was moving at a snail’s pace toward the exit. One foot being placed in front of the other with excruciating slowness.

As if she were terrified to make a single noise.

Unable to watch, and unsure of what was going on, Wrench moved back behind the support structure and stared at the ground.

He would have to go inspect whatever it was Stripe was doing down here.

I should’ve known better.

The list of people who can get into the Ducts is very small.

Very, very small.

But… what was she doing?

It’s not anything ominous, I hope.

Maybe she just wanted to look around the sub-strait and see what was here?

No, that doesn’t make sense.

She would have asked me first before coming down here to do work. She always asks.

That really only leaves her not wanting anyone to know she was down here.

Fucking hell.

Checking a groan, then a sigh, Wrench just closed his eyes.

The slow creak and crunch of Stripe moving faded away, only to be replaced by her going up the short ladder to the grate.

She opened it with great care, exited, then set it back down.

He heard her shoes scuff across the floor above him as she went into the Ducts.

Wrench got back up into a hunch and then deliberately started moving in the direction Stripe had been. All the while taking care to not make too much noise, but unable to slow himself down to a true crawl.

Wrench had to know what the hell was going on, and he needed to know now.

Immediately.

Upon reaching the corner, Wrench was confused.

There wasn’t anything over here.

A support structure was in place to hold up something above this point, just as many other locations were throughout the sub-strait, but there wasn’t anything else here.

Wrench turned up his ability to smell and found that Stripe’s scent was all over this area. That whatever she was doing, it was over here and not somewhere else.

As he turned his head to look back the way he came, he noticed that the wall wasn’t in line with the exterior wall of the Hab.

It was off by just a few degrees.

Staring at it, Wrench had a realization.

Such a small thing wasn’t likely to be noticed by anyone given the darkness of the sub-strait, and that it wouldn’t matter to most people.

To Wrench though, this was a sign that the Hab was buckling and the support structure as a whole would need to be reinforced.

Which wasn’t actually something that could go wrong with this Hab.

Walking to the junction point of where the structure support wall met the Hab wall, Wrench looked around.

He noted that the rocks in this exact spot had an odd look to them now that he was inspecting them from just about on top of them.

Reaching down, he gently pushed at the rocks and found they didn’t move at all.

They’re glued together.

Thinking on that, Wrench looked to the support wall.

There was a smudge in one spot that looked like it had been touched more than a few times by a hand. Transferring oils from the hand to this spot.

Once again it wouldn’t be visible without his ability to see in the dark or a light source.

Wrench gently pushed on that spot.

The support wall swung inward, revealing that this small section was actually a false support structure.

Ah shit.

This is even worse than I thought.

She’s made a little hide-away for whatever she’s doing down here.

Is it a bomb?

Some type of gas or poison that’s just waiting to be set off?

Damnit all.

I’ve been fooled from the start.

Wrench moved forward and entered the false structure.

It was easily six foot by six foot and the roof was raised higher than normal in this section. As if the makers of the Hab needed the area for something else and in this case, shifted the sub-strait up.

Looking around, Wrench was surprised.

Pleasantly so.

It was indeed a hide-away.

Or more accurately, a nest.

The walls were lined with shelves.

There was a small bedroll and blanket in the corner.

A single seat and a desk were along one wall.

The ground actually had a carpet on it, and there was a small chest to one side.

Then Wrench spotted a light switch. After he dimmed his night vision, he flicked it.

The interior of the room was lit up more than bright enough to see by.

This was quite literally a retreat for Stripe to hide in.

But why would she hide?

Walking over to the shelves he peered at the spines of the books.

They were odd to him and didn’t look like most of the books he’d seen in his life.

On top of that, the spines of the books had hand written labels. Each and every one had the look of what he thought was the month and the year.

There was a gap for one book in the entirety of the shelves. It was near the top of it. It would just happen to be this month and this year’s title as well.

Looking to the desk, Wrench saw that there was indeed one book there along with what looked to be a pen next to it.

“That’s… this month so… that’s the missing book,” Wrench murmured as he tilted his head around to look at the spine’s title. He confirmed his thoughts that it was indeed the book he assumed it to be.

Moving over to the book, he gently flipped it open to the first page.

Inside of the book, right there on the opening page, was an insane amount of hand written text. All of it bunched in tight together and on top of each other almost.

It was written cleanly enough to be read, if barely so.

The texted fille the page from the top to the very bottom of it with almost no room at all in the margins.

He casually flipped through a few pages before stopping on one.

“Uh?” Wrench mumbled and then started to read from the middle.

Though as he read, he mentally broke it down into lines and paragraphs, rather than one continuous block of text.

Trying to read it as it was written would’ve given him difficulty and made him anxious, really.

“Then Wrench looked into the storage facilities and confirmed that everything was as it should be. Now I’m glad that I took the time to check it before he could!

“He didn’t have to do anything at all and was able to move on to his last task.

“Or so I thought. Whatever his last task was, he didn’t bother to do it, despite having it blocked into his schedule.

“Instead, he came and saw me!

“He kissed me a lot and I had a hard time not tearing his clothes off and taking what’s mine right then and there. In front of everyone.

“But then I’d probably have to deal with everyone more openly and that’d just lead to me having to kill people and get rid of the bodies. As much as I want to think I could get away with it, Wrench is far too smart and capable.

“I’m sure he’d catch me before I even got done getting rid of the second body before I could kill a third.

“But that’s why he’s so amazing. Wrench is everything.

“Everything.

“Wrench is my all.

“ALL.”

A significant portion of the page was dedicated from that point on to writing out over and over how he was apparently Stripe’s everything or all.

Sometimes both.

At points, the words became jumbled to the point that he couldn’t even read them.

There was a sudden break in the writing at one point in that confusing jumble.

Then it resumed into a normal form and flow. It began to detail out his day from after he had spent time with Stripe.

When he got to the bottom of the page, he looked to the next.

There was only a fraction written there in comparison to the other pages. It was surprising, all things considered.

Curious, he started reading again, though he did mentally break it down into lines again.

“Wrench has been gone all day.

“I miss him.

“It’s hard to think when he isn’t nearby. Hard to do anything at all.

“But I’m managing it.

“I didn’t kill anyone. I didn’t harm anyone. I didn’t do anything bad.

“I’m a very good girl today. I’m sure he’ll talk to me and be kind to me. Hopefully he’ll kiss me a lot again when he gets back. I hope it’s soon, but if it’s too late, I have to go to sleep.

“I promised him I would, and I always do everything he wants me to do.

“Always.

“That’s why I’ve been so kind with Squeak despite the fact that she knows.

“She knows and she shouldn’t, but she knows, but she shouldn’t. She knows and she shouldn’t. But… Wrench said I must be kind to her.

“I must be kind. I must treat her just as I would Seventh or Tickaht.

“I can’t kill her. Wrench likes her.

“I’ll make her like me. I’ll get her to like me.

“If she likes me, she’ll be happy. If she’s happy, Wrench will be happy.

“When Wrench is happy, I’m happy.

“If they’re all happy, and like me, and need me, then Wrench is happy, and will like me, and need me.

“I need to be needed.

“I need Wrench to need me. I need it. I need him.

“I love him. I’ll do anything for him.

“Everything for him.

“He looks at me so kindly. With so much love.

“I haven’t had to kill anyone since I met him and I feel so much more grounded. So much more… Hume.

“That I actually worry over other people’s feelings and want to be the best person I am.

“I clean, cook, care, and do all I can to be the best Stripe I can be.

“Because Wrench deserves the best Stripe.

“The absolute best. And I can’t fail him.

“I could never fail him.

“I must never fail him.

“I’d rather die than fail him. Die instead of not being the best Stripe.

“I’ll always be the best Stripe. Always.

“Stripe is for Wrench. Best Stripe.

“For him.

“Die for him. Die for Wrench. Everything is for him.

“All is for him.

“As it should be. Wrench is everything to me and anything.

“I miss Wrench.

“Oooh, I want to see him.

“I miss him.

“I love Wrench.

“Wrench is my everything.

“Wrench is my everything. Wrench—”

Sighing, Wrench flipped the book closed and then shut his eyes tight.

He had seen that the rest of the page devolved into calling him her everything all over again.

Right up to where she finished writing.

Which was likely today when she had left.

Okay.

Stripe is… batshit crazy.

We’re just going to pretend we don’t know.

That we aren’t aware she’s broken and the type of person who goes right off the deep end and kills an entire Hab.

Though apparently Squeak knows, so… we’ll go have a talk with her.

Shaking his head, Wrench turned off the light, exited the little room and put the wall back in place. It was now as if he had never touched it.

Then he left, determined to never speak of this to Stripe unless he had to.

Because in the end it sounded as if Stripe was insane, but so deep in his corner that she’d rather die than be found out or damage him, or his image of her.

Then again, I dealt with Pain far longer than I should have.

Maybe she was training me for Stripe.


Chapter 5

Wrench looked around at the interior of Squeak’s medical facility.

It was exactly as he remembered it, and the Mender looked to be quite pleased at the moment. She was humming to herself and fussing with a series of tools laid out on a trolley.

Walking up to her, he looked down at them as the Deme’s ear rotated partially to one side in his direction. She didn’t respond otherwise to his presence in a physical way.

“Have you come to breed me?” she asked as the only acknowledgement of him being there.

At the same time she inserted some type of disc like object into a device. She pulled a panel shut over the insertion area then flipped it over, looking to a display.

Snorting, Wrench really wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He wasn’t quite interested in having kids at the moment, nor was he interested in doing such a thing if it was being driven Squeak’s nature as a Deme rather than her own desires.

“The fact that you have to medicate yourself so that you can think straight really… it… I’m not interested,” Wrench stated plainly. “If it’s your hormones, genetics, and instincts causing you to be this way, then I’m just not interested.

“Sorry.

“It’s not you, I think you’re quite attractive, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted to just agree and ‘breed’ you as you said.

“Repeatedly.

“I’m just-the reason leaves me cold inside. It smacks of what the Tongsta did to our species as a whole and… just all of that.”

Squeak had paused with a finger pressed to the screen of the device. She’d been in the process of fiddling with the settings when he started talking.

“That’s fair,” she murmured and then shook her head. “I honestly can’t answer that, to be honest. I’m not sure where my instincts start and where they end.

“I’ve already dosed myself for the month, which means my desires at the moment are purely my own. Or so I believed.

“There’s no denying that my genetic makeup has been heavily modified away from where I should be as a Hume.

“It’s why I’m a Deme after all.

“The only answer I can give is that before I met you, I didn’t have to dose myself every month. There were a few men who piqued my interest, but I never pursued it. They didn’t interest me to the point of wanting to take it anywhere.

“With you, it was fairly early on that I discovered this insatiable need to breed with you, but it was not immediate. To be sure, it was after reading your medical history, learning more about you, and talking to a number of people about you.”

Squeak started moving again, her finger lightly tapping at the screen several times. She did it so quickly Wrench didn’t even have a chance to see what was going on.

Turning the device off, she set it down then picked up the next.

“Is… that your way of saying you’ll look into your own head to see what’s going on?” Wrench asked. He reached out and picked up the device she had just put down.

Flipping it over he looked to the latch plate and how the whole thing was held together.

He hadn’t seen a device like this before and was curious.

More than curious, really.

There was a desperate need to peel it apart and inspect it from the inside out. To figure out how it worked and understand it.

“Much in the way you want to dig into that, I now want to dig into my own head,” teased Squeak with a hissing laugh. “Menders and Fixers. Same thing, different lane.

“I’ll figure out what’s going on and get back to you. If I’m free and clear and this choice is mine… I will tell you again to breed me and I expect a more concise answer.”

“I mean, I’ll just tell you now that if you’re looking for fun in the bedroom on your own desires… well, I’d be quite willing to take a run at you, Squeak,” answered Wrench, setting the device down. He then put his right hand on her shoulder. “I’ll breed you until you’re satisfied. Alright?”

“Wonderful,” breathed Squeak as she fussed with the device in her hands. “I’m very glad to hear that. I’ll get back to you on what’s going on with me as quickly as I can.”

Wrench clenched his hand, making sure Squeak wouldn’t be able to squirrel away from him.

“With that settled, tell me something. How crazy is Stripe?” demanded Wrench.

He felt Squeak flinch and nearly pull away from him.

To the point that he was about to put his other hand on her before she settled down.

“I found a little hidey-hole,” Wrench continued. “There’s a number of journals in there where she writes down her thoughts. Based on those alone, I’d more than likely report her to my local Mender for an analysis and… well… to have her ejected from the Hab.

“She seems like she has all the hallmarks for Demecopathy, or that’s what I’d guess at, given that she’s a Deme.”

Squeak’s whole body was made out of one rigid stone at the moment. To the point that he was fairly certain if she moved at all, part of her would break off.

“It’s-it’s not-not Demecopathy. That’s something that would’ve been brought on through time and her Hab. This is something else,” offered Squeak in a squeak. “It’s her implant. It wasn’t put in right originally, I think. There’s a lot of scar tissue around the area in her brain tissue itself.

“As if it was put in wrong, then adjusted, without anyone bothering to fix the damage it caused originally. There’s nothing to mend, nothing to fix.

“This is just who she is now. Who she has been since she was a child. I don’t think she’s ever been anyone else, given implants are put in nearly at birth.”

“Is that why she is terrified of you? That you’re aware of what’s wrong with her?” Wrench asked, still holding tight to the Mender. He got the impression she really would scurry off if he let go. “It also felt like she considered killing you.”

“Yes, I found out by going through all her medical records. Especially the ones from the shelter,” Squeak answered, her hands pressed to her stomach now. “The implant modifications they did there showed all the scarring around it. After that I just… tracked it back.”

“Mm. You likely also went through all the Hab records. What’s our dear Stripe’s kill count?” inquired Wrench. It being her implant wasn’t what he thought it would be, but it also wasn’t outside of something he had considered either. This was in line with his expectations.

“Thirty? Around there,” Squeak answered, her shoulders had slowly hunched in on themselves. “I think? It’s hard to tell. I can verify at least twenty, but there’s ten that look like she could’ve done it.

“She’s not strong enough to do it with just her bare hands or anything. It’s deaths that aren’t obvious is how she’s done it. The bodies were usually hidden as well, so there’s always the possibility not all were found.”

Right.

The question becomes then, do I confront her or let it lie.

“Do you think she’ll kill you for knowing? After reading her journal, as long as I’m pushing for her to be as she is right now, I don’t think you’re ever in danger,” mused Wrench.

“I think I’m safe as long as that holds true, yes. Though I can’t guarantee that. She might assume that when you find out is when she’d lose her place. Which means you being around me, being in my presence, is likely going to increase her stress,” countered Squeak.

“In other words, I should probably confront her,” summarized Wrench with a sigh.

“Are you going-going to kick her out of the Hab?” Squeak asked in a soft voice.

“No. I genuinely love her,” Wrench answered with a laugh. “Crazy or not. I’ll just have to curb her. Curb her sharply. Then act like I didn’t know at all afterward. That way she can continue on as she was while also knowing I’m on board.”

“That would-maybe it-ah… yes. I think that’d work? I think,” confirmed Squeak. “She’s aware of what’s wrong with her, she just also doesn’t have the capacity to go against it.

“If she feels threatened, concerned, or even just bothered, her likely response is to just eliminate the problem.”

“Well, I’m certainly going to corner her, but then I’ll just bait her with enough carrots that the idea of not listening to me would be the stick itself,” snorted Wrench. “Though I’m curious why she settled on me as her focus and target. She could’ve easily picked someone else.”

“It could be just how you treated her,” suggested Squeak. “Something you gave her that no one else did, maybe? I have no idea. It could even be something that lined up in her head due to the scarring.

“For all I know, you have a scent to you that short circuits her already bad mental circuitry.”

“Like a jumper?” Wrench asked, his brows coming down in thought. “Huh. I suppose that could be it. I act like a jumper. The traces are bad in the board, and I managed to make the connection.”

“An apt analogy. Be sure to apologize to her for me when you corner her. It’s my nature to be afraid,” Squeak agreed. “Have I mentioned I’m extremely curious to see what kind of Mender children we could produce? Or Fixers?

“I’m incredibly overdeveloped mentally, you know. To the point that I can rival your own mind. Even at your best, I could compete to a degree. Our children… our children would have the possibility of becoming incredible Hume.

“Oh, and none of my Deme genetics would transfer. It’s one of the reasons I’m actually breedable. None of it was grafted to any of my reproductive systems.”

“Mm, in other words, if I take Seventh and give her Eighth, breed with you at the same time, and wait for a year or so, I’d have kids who max out nearly both sides of the spectrum?”

“Very likely, Wrench,” Squeak agreed. “I’ve been running a great number of hypothetical scenarios through the medical equipment Goodie gave me, which is so beyond anything I’ve ever seen by the way. Most of them turn out with children who are the pinnacle of genetics.

“Even with partners that wouldn’t be considered the maximum. Like… School Hume.”

“Stripe can never have children, right?” asked Wrench.

“Never. She is a regular Deme in that aspect, and-and barren,” Squeak confirmed sadly.

“Just another carrot to hit her with then,” muttered Wrench to himself.

He gave Squeak a squeeze, then turned her around and hugged her.

“Thank you for trusting me, Squeak, I’ll make sure this turns out correctly,” he promised her.

Squeak only nodded her head.

Even as both of her hands had dropped down between them and immediately went to fondling his privates. Groping at him as if she would never get the opportunity again.

“Thank you for saving me,” she said as her fingers began to rapidly stroke at him. “Save me and breed me. Breed me repeatedly. I can handle it.”

Wrench smiled grimly.

He had work to do, and he couldn’t deny Squeak’s hands felt rather good.

***

He found Stripe in the Ducts.

She was quietly flipping through the camera system, as if she were only casually watching what was going on.

Now that he was paying attention more closely, Wrench could easily see that the most recent feeds were all lined up as if she were watching his search for her and the approach to the Ducts.

I wonder how much of this has all been hidden like this.

I’ll have to make sure I don’t pay attention after this if I want to keep to the promise I intend on giving her but… it shouldn’t be too bad.

Stripe turned away from the monitors and looked to him, as if she were only just now aware that he was here.

He’d already noticed that the closest ear had been partially turned toward him the moment he entered, however. She was aware of him from the beginning and was playing it up a bit.

Not that he minded.

If anything, he was flattered at the attention.

Entering the room fully, he closed the door behind himself, locked it, then leaned up against it.

Stripe wouldn’t be leaving, and he was going to make this work, or he’d have to talk to Goodie about sending Stripe away.

Which was most certainly not what he wanted.

“You know,” Stripe said, her smile falling away and staring at him in a way that left him pained.

Her face was devoid of life, her eyes flat, and the very skin of her face seemed slack.

“I do,” Wrench admitted, then smiled at her. “I had no idea you cared that much though, Stripe. I’m flattered at your dedication and devotion to me.

“I found your den, by the way. That’s how I know. I heard you going into the sub last night. Followed behind. I liked the den as a whole.

“Was like a tiny nook all to yourself. I wouldn’t mind hiding away with you down there on occasion. If you’re willing to let me in.”

Stripe’s blank face didn’t shift at all.

It was as if she were a statue carved of stone.

“If it isn’t clear by that statement, I don’t mind. In fact, you could say I don’t even care,” Wrench tried, taking up a different track. “I still love you. I still want to spend time with you.

“Kiss you.

“Make love to you. Repeatedly.

“Get someone else pregnant and then make you mother the child, if only to see you be a parent to a child. I was leaning toward Squeak for that. A child from her would be best handled by someone with your ability, Stripe.”

That got a different reaction from Stripe. Her head twitched fractionally to the side, her ears were bent fully toward him, and her lower lip pushed into the upper a smidge.

“You don’t want to be a mom?” he asked, wondering if that was a partial hang up.

Stripe’s eyes narrowed and she looked like she wanted to argue with that statement.

Realizing he needed to wait, Wrench just stood there, smiling at her.

After a time, Stripe let her gaze fall away from him.

She slowly spun to the side and put herself facing the cameras again. As if the conversation didn’t happen at all.

Her hand came up and she slowly worked through each and every camera. Cycling through them one by one.

Surprisingly, she focused on the cameras that had Grae on them for more than several breaths each. As if she wanted to know what they were doing.

Once she’d done a full circuit she turned back to him. The blank face still present.

“Stripe?” Wrench asked, suddenly nervous if this had been the wrong approach. “I really just wanted to tell you I don’t care. That I’m flattered if anything. That I don’t want anything to change and I just… just didn’t want you to worry about this. To hurt anyone or do anything silly thinking that I’d leave or try to get rid of you.”

Stripe finally blinked, having not done so for a while.

She then took in a short breath, held it, and let it go.

“I understand,” she said with a small nod of her head. “You found my den. You read the diaries. You confirmed it with Squeak. You thought on it. You came here. You locked me in. You told me.

“You didn’t ask anyone to help you with this, nor did you ask Squeak to do anything.”

“Yes? Yes. That’s all accurate,” Wrench affirmed. He was really hoping he’d get his Stripe back after this. Part of him was sick at the idea that he could lose who she was, but he knew the situation couldn’t have remained as it had been.

She was a danger to others if he didn’t make sure to take care of the issue.

“You really don’t care at all,” Stripe said, her face finally taking on an emotion he could identify.

Confusion.

“I don’t. So long as who you’ve been so far with me, which from your diaries I gather really is your natural personality, is who you remain as, then yeah. I don’t want anything to change,” agreed Wrench. Then he laughed and shook his head. “Well, that’s not true. I really do want to keep getting closer to you. At some point down the line, I want to talk to you about all the things in your head.

“I’d rather you talk to me about your diaries rather than writing them down.

“As I said, I found them flattering. Very much so.”

“You want to hear about my thoughts,” Stripe repeated, her face shifting from confusion to absolute disbelief.

“I mean, yeah. Is that a problem?” asked Wrench. “Stripe, if this is too much and you want out I’d understand.

“I can’t blame you. I’m sure this isn’t what you were expecting to have put on you today. Here I am though, wanting more, and desperately trying to get you to understand that it’s what I want without hiding anything.”

Shaking her head, Stripe looked to the ground, put a hand to her head, and went still.

“Isn’t-isn’t that something I’m supposed to say?” she whispered. “Am I dreaming? This is backwards. It’s backwards. I’m dreaming. This is wrong. I’m wrong.

“It’s all wrong.

“I’m dreaming. I’m dreaming. I’m dreaming. I’m—”

“Not dreaming and the best Stripe I could have ever asked for,” Wrench put in, squatting down in front of her after having moved away from the door. “Do you need time? To process this or… something else? I don’t want to push at you when you’re in distress.

“I hate cornering you like this, but I needed there to not be any room for confusion. That you understood beyond a shadow of a doubt that I just don’t care that you’re different, have killed people, or that you have a certain set of feelings centered around me.”

Stripe’s eyes flicked away from the ground and settled on his face.

They were as intense as anything he had ever seen in his life.

“Not a dream,” she stated.

“No.”

“You want me for me.”

“Yes.”

“To have sex and sleep next to me, knowing what I’ve done.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Want me to mother a child. Be a parent with you.”

“Yup.”

“Are you crazy, too?” she asked, her brows furrowing slightly. “You wouldn’t want me unless you were crazy.”

“Or… I love you. Genuinely,” Wrench reached up and laid his hand to her cheek. “By the way, Squeak isn’t bothered by any of this either. She was just afraid you would hurt her. It’s part of her nature. She wanted me to say sorry for her when I talked to you.

“Thank you for not hurting anyone as well. It would have indeed hurt me. Your written thoughts were correct. I wouldn’t have been happy at all about it.”

“Love me,” she whispered, staring at him.

Then she blinked and it was obvious her brain pivoted into a new direction entirely.

“I understand. I need time. Not much. Five to fifteen minutes, I think. Thirty at the maximum. Will you trust in me and wait in my… our pen?” she asked, staring at him.

“As long as you promise you won’t hurt anyone or yourself, yes. I’ll trust in your promise, trust in you, and go wait in the pen for you,” he said, still caressing her cheek.

“I’ll hurt no one unless you tell me to,” Stripe said in a strange deathly whisper. It felt like there was a lot unsaid, but he wasn’t going to push right after she’d asked for time.

“Hurt no one. Don’t hurt yourself. Take your time. When you’re ready, come to me,” Wrench ordered. Then leaned in and kissed her.

Only to have her free hand come up, grasp him by the back of the head, and kiss him in a way she had never done so before.

A wild and frenetic thing that felt almost too energetic.

He could feel her whole body trembling as she kissed him.

Suddenly she jerked her face away and went absolutely still.

The hand on the back of his head was gently curling through his hair though.

“Thank you, Wrench. I’ll do as you’ve asked. Leave me for a time?” she pleaded, not meeting his eyes. Her entire face turned away.

Nodding his head, Wrench carefully pulled away from her hand, then got up.

He left her there, just as she asked.

Though he couldn’t deny he felt better for the fact that she’d kissed him the way she had. It’d made him feel like maybe it wasn’t ruined, that everything could be okay.

It was just deeply strained at the moment.


Chapter 6

Wrench turned the assembly housing over and looked to the corners.

There were no fasteners that he could see immediately.

Picking up a soft-tipped finger-sized pry bar, he slotted it between the two panels and then wriggled it in.

Then lifted.

With a pop the panel came free, and he could finally see the gearbox inside.

Lifting the panel away from the housing, he put the head sized device down on his work desk and then inspected the contents.

From what he could see of the gears, they didn’t look as if they were broken. None of the teeth looked cracked, rusted, or worn down.

“Misaligned?” he murmured to himself as he slowly reached in and gently pressed against a shaft that was the primary rotation point.

It flexed weirdly.

“Cracked shaft,” said Wrench after he poked it again. It wasn’t completely broken, but it was most certainly not whole. “Sometimes it’ll work, sometimes it won’t. Especially if the orientation changes.”

There was a quiet pop of the door opening behind him, followed by several footsteps, and then the door closing.

Wrench had dialed up his hearing and his sense of smell before settling in to tinker with things. He could tell without looking that Stripe had joined him.

She’d been wrong about her timeframe. It’d taken her another seventeen minutes past the thirty.

Not that he could blame her.

He imagined her entire viewpoint needed to be altered.

Snorting, he suddenly felt like he was working on his own version of Stripe.

A normally operating machine running an intricate set of gears, that sometimes didn’t work correctly due to a single broken piece. One that wouldn’t be visible unless you dug out it’s guts and really worked at it.

Only to realize it was just like Squeak said.

For Stripe, he couldn’t fix her.

No Mender could fix her.

Nor did he want to.

Turning around, he spun on his stool and looked to Stripe at the door.

She was dressed in a tank-top and a pair of shorts. Neither of which did anything to cover her more than the bare minimum, not hiding her shape at all.

The full enormity of Stripe’s beautiful body was nearly on display.

“I went through all my recorded footage of you. Saw that you went to see… see Squeak. Then I went to my den,” she said as her left hand came up and locked the door. “I could smell you there. I couldn’t deny anymore that you really did know. Know everything.”

“I did say that, Stripe,” Wrench said with a grin, holding his hands out in front of himself in a display of ‘what can I say’. He didn’t know what to add from here. “I’m well aware of everything and I’ve already confirmed it all. Then I came over to you and told you my feelings and thoughts.”

“You don’t want to fix me,” Stripe said, her hand still on the door handle. As if he might rush her, throw her to the side, and unlock the door.

“No. As long as who you’ve been so far is exactly who you are, then I’m good with it,” asserted Wrench. “I’m honestly just assuming that who you have been so far is your normal personality and you’ve just… controlled… the other part that I read about in the Den.

“I mean, we all have wild thoughts. There’s been more than a few times that I’ve had murderous thoughts. Sometimes acting on it, sometimes not.

“Our lives aren’t exactly pretty or safe. It isn’t easy being Hume.”

“I’ve been who I am, yes,” Stripe confirmed. “I haven’t been acting differently other than trying to be the best version of me for you.”

Wrench was gratified to hear that and nodded his head.

“As… as an example, if this was the old me, and you were after me and I wasn’t interested, I would have led you off somewhere quiet, killed you, and dumped the body. If I couldn’t do that, I’d poison a meal you were eating.

“I know I’m crazy. And now you know it too,” Stripe finished, the last of it as an almost unintelligible murmur.

That doesn’t sound that crazy to me, but I’m not exactly sane either.

Other than her extreme obsession with me, she doesn’t seem that bad.

I think her focus is really the only danger here and that any threat to her focus, me, is where the concern is. That if my perception of her could change, she would act against it.

Like Squeak.

“Seems pretty normal to me,” Wrench offered up with a shrug of his shoulders. He was having a difficult time not staring at Stripe.

She hid herself away in clothes more often than not, so for her to strut in wearing what she was, made him deeply conscious of her.

“You… just wanted to confirm you knew it all, so I didn’t… act… against Squeak or someone else,” Stripe murmured, tilting her head fractionally to one side. “You want everything to be the same otherwise.”

“Yes,” Wrench agreed, grinning at her. It seemed like she was still circling the same exact points from earlier. The time she had asked for had been, it seemed, more to confirm he did indeed know everything, rather than thinking it over.

“Okay. I… okay. It’ll help me to move forward like this,” murmured Stripe, finally releasing the doorknob. Surprisingly, she went over to one of the beds and laid down in it. She did it in such a way that it exposed a shoulder and a great deal of her expansive cleavage. “The only thing is… I’ve been pushing on the brakes because I get-get really worked up at the idea of being with you.

“Intimately.

“I want to. Desperately.

“I genuinely love you, Wrench. Truly so. In a way that makes my mind crackle and pop like a fire. Raging back and forth.

“But I’m terrified of actually letting it happen as I might not be able to hold myself back. I might just-just-just… just hurl myself into absolute sexual abandon with you.

“It would’ve been hard to hide things after that. I’ve been trying to-to condition myself with you by taking things so slowly.”

Wrench nodded his head at that.

He could certainly understand how that could be a problem. Given how badly Tickaht could forcibly crank his systems without him wanting it, he could even empathize.

“Are you good, Stripe? Are we good as… whatever we were together? No changes?” Wrench asked, wanting to make sure he could feel secure in this. “We can just keep going?”

“Yes, please,” Stripe said in a soft voice, laying her head down on the pillow. “We’re a couple, by the way. No different than yourself and Seventh, Tickaht, or Nunnkish. I’m not very happy about it at all but… I’m the one who allowed it and invited them in. I can’t push them out now that I’ve done that.”

Wincing, Wrench felt like he needed to bring up Squeak.

“Yes, I know. Squeak, too. And this new Grae who already ran me down to talk to me,” grumbled Stripe, her mouth turning into a pout. “I refuse to let anyone else in though. I just barely got rid of all those beautiful School Hume and the like.

“Now… if we’re done with that, how about you come over here, undress me, and… fix me. Because I’ll be honest, I never really got acclimated. I think the only thing that’ll help is actually experiencing it. Experiencing you.”

Not waiting for his response, Stripe hooked her thumbs into her shorts and then shimmied them down across her wide hips. When she reached her feet she slipped them over one, then lifted them with the other. She daintily let them slide from her toes to hit the ground in front of Wrench.

Even as he stood up and reached for his belt buckle, Stripe was casually pulling her tank-top down to her navel. Letting it rest around her mid-section, almost like an odd belt.

For the first time, Wrench could truly see Stripe nude.

It had been worth the wait.

She easily could compete with anyone else in terms of her body shape and proportions. Only the truly ‘built for looks’ type of Hume or Deme could compare to her, like Lovely and her family.

Wrench got out of his clothes and let them pile up right next to her shorts.

Given that she was a barren Deme, Wrench didn’t have to worry about modifying his systems either.

Crawling into the bed to the waiting Stripe, he quickly leaned in close to her, and kissed her. His right hand going to her chest and lightly fondling her as his left hand held himself up.

Stripe moaned in a shuddering voice the moment his hand touched her. Her hands then came up and tentatively laid to his body. Perfectly shaped fingernails and hesitant fingertips trailing across his chest and stomach.

Feeling emboldened, Wrench kissed Stripe a bit more aggressively, pushing her head back into the pillow as his tongue moved into her mouth. His hand on her chest moving from fondling to kneading her flesh.

Given how large they were, he could genuinely grasp her and feel her.

A soft inhale followed by an incredibly long, loud, and throaty moan was Stripe’s response. Her hand shooting from his chest down to his groin. Her left hand taking hold of his hardened length as her right hand grasped his jewels.

Her entire body quivered and shuddered beneath him, her breath coming out in quivering waves across his face as he continued to kiss her.

Stripe tilted her head away from him, breaking the kiss, then pressed her face to his neck.

“Get on your back,” she said in a throaty growl, her hand tightening around his shaft. “Please, Wrench. On your back.”

Pawing at Stripe’s chest for several more seconds, he considered that, then did as she’d asked. Rolling onto his back into the center of their bed.

In a flash, Stripe had released him and clambered up to be face to face with him. Her hips were resting against his lower stomach, and he could feel her moist wetness against him in fact.

She stared down into his face with wide eyes.

Eyes that were so dilated that Wrench had never seen the like. There was hardly any color to her eyes, and it was nearly entirely her pupil.

“Wrench,” she groaned, stroking his face with one hand. “You make me the best I could be. I want to be the best Stripe I can be for you. I hate that I can’t give you children.”

Her voice cracked on the last words.

Before he could respond she kissed him, kissed him so fiercely that he could feel his teeth being pressed into the interior of his lips.

He felt it when both of her hands were put down beside his head, followed by her shifting her position around.

It felt like she had moved her hips downward as well.

Stripe pulled back and gazed down into his face. Her eyes were wide, and she looked incredibly pale at the moment. Her breath was coming out in stuttering gasps as if she’d been running for miles.

“I can’t-can’t-I need it,” she got out in a whimper, then looked down.

Wrench looked down as well, just in time to see her left hand snatch up his member.

At some point, she’d planted both of her feet down on either side of his hips, such that she was squatting down over the top of him.

Shifting herself minutely, she got his tip wedged up into her entrance. She promptly put both hands back on his chest.

Then slammed herself down against his lap. His rock-hard shaft spreading apart her slick and tight walls roughly. With such force and speed it made him feel like she’d just managed to harm herself.

With a low moan Stripe looked back to him, her face screwed up in pain and pleasure both. As if she hadn’t quite been ready for what she wanted.

Panting, her breath washed over his face with each exhale. Gazing into him, she looked somewhat lost.

“You’re so fucking sexy, Stripe,” Wrench said and meant it. He hadn’t ever had someone so desperate to have him like this.

Tickaht was a predatory thing that wanted him to subdue her.

Seventh wanted everything to be cuddly and loving. There was no hardness in their love making.

With all the others, it’d been transactional.

This was something altogether different.

Stripe’s face split in a smile and her face went from pale to extremely red. It was a smile the likes of which he’d never seen on her before.

Biting at her lip, she stared at him in a way that left no room for discussion that when it came to him, Stripe wasn’t well. Her mind wasn’t her own and there was something wrong.

She drew her hips back slowly only to hesitate as she reached the tip.

“I’m-I’m going to… its… it’s mine, now,” she moaned out softly.

Only to slam her hips down again.

In a rapid-fire way, she started to quite literally bounce herself up and down. Her hips only pausing to grind herself down into him as if she were making sure all of him was wedged up inside of her. Only to jerk herself up to the tip and ram herself back down again.

All the while staring down at him.

A loud clapping sound punctuating each time she brought her rear down into his lap.

Her chest bounced in a lovely way as she aggressively and roughly rode him into the bed. With such need that he didn’t know what to think of it.

Reaching up, he laid his hands to her breasts and began to fondle and kneed them. Squeezing them and playing with her nipples.

“Wrench-Wrench-Wrench,” gasped Stripe even as she plowed him into herself. He could quite literally feel himself slamming into the back of her. In a way that was most certainly uncomfortable, he imagined.

It didn’t seem to bother her in the least considering she was the one doing it to herself.

“Wrench-is-my-everything,” Stripe grunted out between thrusts. Staring at him even as she said it. “You’re-my-everything. Everything.”

Unable to look away, Wrench felt strangely warm.

Pleasantly satisfied in an egotistical way.

“Hold-me-my-everything,” she begged, even as she pounded herself against him. Her rear end cracking into his lap as her legs flexed.

Not really sure if this was what she wanted, Wrench reached up with his right hand, sunk his fingers into her hair, and grabbed hold tightly. Not letting her move away at all even as she continued to pound herself away at him.

It was a possessive hold, but not a dominating one. He wasn’t pulling at her in any way, just holding onto her.

That seemed to be what Stripe wanted though, as unbelievably, she started to move even faster.

The slap of her flesh against his so loud that it sounded as if someone was being whipped.

“Unngh!” Stripe groaned, her eyes scrunching up but never looking away from him.

Unfortunately, Wrench realized that the mental stimulation she was putting him through with how she was acting had sent him right up to the edge of his ability to hold back.

It didn’t hurt that she was impossibly tight and hot on the inside as well. As if she were squeezing at him as she squatted atop him.

In fact it had barely been four minutes of her slamming herself down on him.

Wrench couldn’t hold himself back and his body gave up the fight. His shaft expanded and his jewels contracted. Seed began to spew out into Stripe’s depths even as she continued to rail herself down on him.

Apparently that’d been all she needed.

The moment she seemed to realize he was finishing, her whole body locked up while her hips were in the down position. Her channel gripping at him tightly and throbbing, her rear wedged in tight to his lap.

Her thighs flexed and he could feel her grinding herself up against him.

Still staring down at him in a crazed way even as her body quivered, her leg muscles and insides flexing rhythmically.

Thrusting up into her, Wrench pumped into her several times. His orgasm finishing out as he continued to unload seed in her.

After a handful more, Wrench laid still beneath a quivering, shuddering, gasping Stripe.

Who, ever still, stared into his face.

As if thinking that if she looked away, he might vanish or cease to exist.

Or escape, maybe.

Holding to her hair, Wrench didn’t let her go. His other hand continued to fondle and grope at her chest. Slowly moving back and forth between each breast.

Stripe’s brow furrowed slightly a second before she just about collapsed on him. She slid her feet back, pushed herself down onto him as if to make sure he was lodged nice and deep, then laid down atop him. Her head resting against his chest.

“My mind… is so… clear,” she whimpered. “So clear.”

“Glad to hear that,” Wrench mumbled, putting his arms around the lovely Deme. “That go okay for you? It was aggressive, but nothing that was too abnormal or anything. For me that is.”

It was the truth, too.

After having spent way too long with Pain in his last life, this had been blessedly warm.

Loving, even.

Just a bit intense.

“It was-amazing,” Stripe gasped out against him.

She was actively rubbing her face all over his chest. Smearing her sweat on him as if she were trying to scent mark him.

Her hips slowly rocked gently to and fro as well, his softening shaft still tucked in firmly to her.

“I feel-so much-better,” groaned Stripe. “I don’t-care about-Squeak. She’s fine.”

“In other words, if you ever start feeling a bit off, I need to throw you into a bed and you’re fine?” Wrench teased, his arms quite firm around her shoulders.

He knew now that she wasn’t quite right, but from the get-go, she had wanted more from him. More than a transaction and more than a passing thing.

Unless she wanted to be let go, he would chase her down where-ever she went.

“Yes. Yes please. That,” replied Stripe, still rubbing her face all over him. Her ears were oddly perked up and constantly trained on his face.

Leaning in, he caught one with his lips and gave it a test bite.

“Ahhhhnnnnn,” whined Stripe. “Nnnn… Wrench.”

Oh, sensitive.

Fun.

“Okay… do your system thing and… and give it to me again,” whimpered Stripe, pushing bodily at him, her ear still between his teeth. “I want to do it on my back this time. I’m not going to look away either. I’m not going to apologize for it.

“It helps for me to watch as you do it. To know you’re there. To see you. See you doing it to me.”

Hm.

That’s not so bad.

I can handle that for having Stripe in my life.

Stripe lightly pulled her head to the side, clearly testing to see if she could get her ear out from between his teeth.

Feeling a little stubborn, Wrench didn’t allow it.

Only to let go once she settled down again.

Then he rolled over and pinned her down in the bed on her back.

She was smiling at him again, her eyes wide, still dilated, and her face flushed.

“I love you,” she whispered, then grabbed his face with both hands. “I love you, Wrench.”


Chapter 7

Exiting his pen, Wrench paused in the hall.

It was still very early morning on his first day off.

There was a lot he could get done now that he’d settled things with Stripe suitably.

That and it only took two runs in the bed for her to be tuckered out.

To be fair, she’s not exactly built for physical exertion.

She’s a lovely woman that can do a lot, but at the end of the day, she’s not a Brawler.

Nor is she in athletic shape despite being so thin and fit.

Letting out a short huff, Wrench realized he wanted to go out into the field. Today was a predesignated day for a breeze to be going through the Hab along with a bit warmer sunlight, then the settings would go back to normal.

He liked days like that.

Where he could stand in the light yet not get too warm because of that breeze.

Exiting the pens, he went out into the green and came to a stop thirty feet from the building.

Closing his eyes, he just stood there.

Letting the air wash over him as well as the heat of the sun, even if false, warmed his skin.

Something he missed while working on Captain Boyfriend’s ship.

Despite there being Hab spaces built into it, as well as nearly everywhere being open to them, nothing quite felt like being in an actual Hab.

That’s actually an interesting thought.

Who goes to ships in the future?

Is it a choice?

A lottery or a draft type of thing?

Rotational based on age only to return to another Hab?

Wouldn’t be a terrible way to meet people.

That wouldn’t be as much of a concern once we have our own home. Goodie’s been working on that.

Meeting people that is.

Would be even worse for who has to go to the ships.

Still not sure how that would all work out though. It’s beyond me.

I can’t even begin to consider how such a system would work, or how you’d get everyone to work together.

A series of loosely collected Habs being strung together just… doesn’t sound like a great basis of government.

I’ve tried something similar before in the resistance.

We ended up fighting ourselves a great deal as well as the Tongsta.

Wrench blew out a breath and realized he didn’t care.

It really was a problem beyond him. One that he wouldn’t be solving, nor could he solve for everyone else.

All he could do was work on the problems he could tackle and fix those. Everything beyond that was for other people.

Need a new class of Hume.

Beyond an Admini even.

“I see you, I long for you,” whispered a breathy voice directly behind him. Followed by a pair of arms wrapping around him. “I yearn for you, Wrench. Acknowledge me?”

Wrench knew it was Nunnkish and he grinned.

He had suspected she was different than other Grae, and it seemed he was indeed right about that. She didn’t respond the same way other Grae did.

Never had, in fact.

Something he’d only noticed as of late after a lot more interactions with her.

The more he had ignored her the more she paid him attention.

Sccsccc had been similar but also different. She had just wanted to beat Tickaht at first and then grew interested later.

Nunnkish had simply been someone that, the more she was pushed away, the more she came back.

Or at least, so Wrench figured.

He had no way of knowing other than this confirmation at this moment.

“I acknowledge you, Nun. I truly feel desired. Feel accomplished?” he asked, putting his hands atop hers and opening his eyes. He looked forward to the field in front of him.

“I do, actually. I do. Kat said I’m a broken Grae and I was born backward,” Nunnkish admitted with a chuckle. It sounded perfectly natural to his ear. “I wanted to chase, and I’ve chased you since the start. Just not in a way I understood.

“I understand it now. Now… do you feel me chasing you?”

“So you have. So you have,” agreed Wrench, his fingers interlocking with hers. “I do feel it. I’m aware of it.”

Nunnkish was different.

She wasn’t the brightest Grae he’d ever met.

If anything, he would in fact call her a touch slow. She had even admitted it herself, and that she actively worked to leverage her other abilities to offset that.

What she did have though, was a different way of looking at things. A different view than most Grae would have.

He himself had a different view in things, and he appreciated that.

In fixing things, he’d had a good deal of success when approaching something backwards or from a different light.

“Nun… how would there even be a Hume society? Who would lead it? How would Grae fit into it? I can’t see it,” Wrench murmured. “You’ve heard that Goodie wants to make a planet for us, but how would that work? Let alone another planet for the Grae, too.”

Nunnkish let out a low hooting noise, holding tight to him from behind. Her hands slowly began traveling up and down his front despite him holding to them.

“Would there be enough resources?” She asked instead of answering him.

“Yes? I imagine there would be. Goodie would make sure of it. Resources and space would likely never be an issue,” he confirmed.

“I don’t think Goodie would allow violence and would stop any that occurred if she could,” Nunnkish continued.

“I would agree. She would take precautions to make sure it didn’t happen. It’s why she doesn’t allow Brawlers to mingle yet,” confirmed Wrench. “I don’t… know how that’d work out.”

“Well. I don’t know about the security. I think Goodie will just put Grae in, instead of Brawlers. Like how we are in the ship! We like security and we don’t play the same games Brawlers do.

“Hume could take the opposite place on the Grae planet. Goodie said it’s next door after all. Hume could manage all the systems and things just as their designations are.

“Grae are just… security Hume. Brawlers aren’t needed anymore, and Grae can handle them just fine in a fight for the most part.

“For the planet… just put Habs all over. Instead of a Hab family, make a family Hab.”

“What?” Wrench asked. He didn’t quite understand that.

“This is a Hab family. We’re all family because of our Hab. Instead, give each family a Hab. Mother, father, children,” Nunnkish explained. “Each one sized for the comfort of a family. The size of the family would be the size of the Hab.

“If someone wanted a larger Hab, they need only grow their family.”

Wrench thought on that.

He could easily see some of what Nunnkish had thought of coming to reality.

Some of it not.

“This is all idyllic silly fantasies,” said the Grae after a beat. “Really, it’ll just be whatever you want it to be. Then you fix whoever doesn’t listen, or you tell Goodie. They get put into isolation Habs or… I don’t know. Goodie has most certainly put people in isolation. Grae and Hume alike.

“We had several people we had to get a Tongsta involved with in security. We never saw them again.”

Oh?

Oh.

I mean.

That’s a good point.

Idyllic is… idyllic.

We’ll still have problems.

Crimes.

Issues.

Given what’s been done to us, I don’t think our instincts will change any time soon.

Then again, I get the impression Goodie is going to be watching over our kind for… a very long time.

Whatever.

I’m letting my thoughts move to something I can’t change at the moment.

Again.

Again!

Focus on the problems you can fix.

You’re borrowing future problems, Wrench.

“I think I’d just put a bunch of Admini in charge and tell them to keep everyone happy, or I’d fix them,” Wrench said bluntly. “Then put a bunch of Brawlers in as a police force with Grae to assist and keep the peace, or I’d fix them.”

Nunnkish shrugged her shoulders and laughed.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” she said. “That sounds just as idyllic to me as the previous one! Because you’ll let me in your Hab, right?

“I told you I long for you. I did long for you. I watched you. I chased you. I know you felt me. You’ll let me in… right?”

That was certainly the truth.

Any time he was somewhere she could follow, watch, or stalk him, she did.

Constantly.

During that time, he’d noticed Tickaht and Zntik as well. Not as often as Nunnkish, but they weren’t far off from the same.

As much as they wanted to be looked at and longed for, they sure do spend a lot of time following me around.

“I’d let you in and I did feel you longing for me,” Wrench stated. “Now… come on. I need to do some Fixer things. You’re my resident Grae Fixer, aren’t you, my dear Nunnkish?”

“I like it when you call me Nun,” she answered instead. Not really answering him in her very Nunnkish way.

“Nun, you’re my resident Grae Fixer. Won’t you come with me, my dear?” He asked, trying again.

“Yes. Yes please. I’m Nun, the Grae Fixer. I long for you,” she purred in a way that made him think Tickaht was giving her lessons. “Zntik will join us. She wants to know more. I invited her. Tickaht is busy with Seventh and Squeak today.

“And… you like my hair, right? I… it’s so different, but Zntik said you’d like it. She seems to know a lot about Hume and how you think and-and I trust her. She’s smarter than me. She doesn’t mock me for my lacking intelligence like others used to.”

“Your hair color is irrelevant. Do I like blondes? Sure. Red heads? They’re great. Do I love the natural shades of Grae white, because I noticed they had different types, hues, and variations? Very much. What I really like, is Nunnkish being Nunnkish,” he affirmed, squeezing her hand. “Now, come on Nun. Zntik can catch up later or finally drop down from above.”

Wrench turned his head, leaned it back, and looked straight up at Zntik.

She was hiding in a deep spot of the Aerial-Hab and was almost entirely hidden away. He didn’t think for a moment anyone else would have ever known she was there.

If they didn’t have his senses, that is.

“Isn’t that right, Zntik,” he said, staring into her red pupils. “If you want me to say I look and long for you, I’m doing that right now. So hurry up or I’m going with Nun alone.”

Zntik had frozen the moment he had looked at her. As if she could somehow convince herself he didn’t see her.

Only to release her grip on the vines and drop out of the Aerial-Hab.

Plunging out of it and rapidly descending at maximum velocity in no time at all.

She struck the ground ten feet away from him with a fairly heavy thump. Her bare feet briefly visible as the lovely dress she was wearing fluttered about her.

It was a dress that Nunnkish and Tickaht would wear, and fit Zntik so well that Wrench was momentarily unable to say anything.

Standing up, Zntik gave him a smile.

“I see you, Zntik,” Wrench got out, forcing his eyes up and away from her body. He squeezed Nunnkish’s hands. “You fill that dress out wonderfully, and you look beautiful. I’m amazed at the look of you in a dress. Please consider me very appreciative of the view.”

“Why thank you! I felt I looked especially great in it. I’m glad you approve,” she said and gave herself a light spin, making the dress twirl around her and showing off her bare muscular legs. Even holding up the edges of the dress lightly to do so. “And yes, of course I’ll join you and Nun. I’d love to learn more about Fixers.”

“Off we go then,” Wrench stated, still holding Nunnkish’s hands. He began walking, dragging her along behind him.

***

Yawning, Wrench closed his eyes for a moment, and then rubbed at them. He was tired of staring at the screen. Weary of watching it creep up percentage point by percentage point.

Zntik and Nunnkish had quite literally passed out behind him on Fixer cots.

They were both sprawled out on one each and sleeping quite peacefully.

For the majority of the day they’d been quite helpful. All of the physical things and tests to do were things they were very curious about and interested in.

Right up until he started doing diagnostic tests.

Then they just about drooped like flowers in a cold spot in the shade.

Putting his chin in his palm, he just stared at the screen.

“Well that’s just fucky and boring looking,” said a voice from beside him.

Flinching away, Wrench looked to the speaker and found the helmeted man standing there. The same one who had given his life back to him.

“Holy shit four boobs!” the man said, pointing at the Grae. “That’s awesome. If I wasn’t thinking that my whole life was going to be spent at the end of a blackhole, I’d ask you to introduce me to a few.”

Holding up what looked like a tablet in front of himself, the man tapped a gloved hand at it several times. Then did it again.

“Oooh! Four boobs and red and black eyes. That’s just amazing. Grae. I like Grae. Super-hot. I’ll just… tap in some notes and… there. If the black hole at the end of time doesn’t eat me, this’ll be a nice point to come back to and see if there’s any hot-single Grae in my area.”

The helmet turned back to Wrench, and he got the impression he was waiting for Wrench to say something.

“Welcome back?” Wrench tried.

“Haha, thanks! Good to see you. You’re looking great. Your power is nice and stable, you’ve expanded it, and you’re even at the peak of your health,” the man said, the helmet tilting toward the tablet and back to Wrench. “Though you haven’t frozen your aging yet. You should probably do that in the next like, year or two. You’ll be past your peak at that point.”

Freeze my aging.

Freeze… my aging?

“I’m immortal?” Wrench blurted out in a strangled voice.

“I mean, yes? Yes. You just have to lock your systems regeneration to be perfect rather than standard,” the man stated. “I can help you with that after we do our job if you like. I should have a bit of a window just after you get the work over with.

“After that though I won’t be able to come back. It’s not quite a dead-end branch, but it might as well be. Everything is converging right then and there. Like… uh… like… a power cord. I’ve put the machine back together after I rebuilt the whole thing. I’ve rewired it and everything is good to go.

“I’m about to plug it in and if everything goes well, it’ll work, and I can never turn it off. If it doesn’t work, it’ll explode.”

“Sounds like you’re a shit Fixer,” blurted out Wrench.

The helmeted man laughed at that and nodded his head.

“Oh hell yes I am. If I was a Fixer I’d just be fucking cooked. Your damn genetics are literally built out to do your job. The things the Tongsta have done are… wild,” the man said, expressively holding one hand out. “I mean, part of the job I need you to help me with is fixing a bunch of shit.

“Whole bunch of shit. Fix it and make it work the way it’s supposed to. At the very end of that, we’ll need to use your super-speed hero at light speed thing to save a man.

“Well, hopefully save a man. I’m not sure even you’re fast enough to save him, but we’re going to try. Oh, and don’t worry about death, I literally can rewind time.

“Remember? You already died once.

“Got blowed up. Perkow! Earth shattering kaboom! Atomic style!”

“Right,” Wrench said simply. “What’s… your name?”

“Edmund! I’m Edmund. I know, resistance name, right? I come from a far away time and place that you’d never even guess at,” Edmund stated with a laugh.

Wrench nodded his head slowly.

He’d noticed that the Grae weren’t breathing anymore.

The timers on the monitors weren’t progressing.

Time was effectively stopped as far as he could tell.

This Edmund individual had a great deal of power over the world, and Wrench wasn’t about to haul off and do something stupid like antagonize them.

“So… you need me to fix things. Will they be fun? Something that you need me to fix can’t be simple I imagine,” Wrench said after the conversation had passed into a weird awkward lull.

“Hm? Oh! Yeah. Sorry. I was going through your Save-states. You’ve got a lot of them and wow… Stripe looks fun. Also crazy,” Edmund admitted, nodding his head. “Crazy can be a lot of fun. You’d be surprised how many crazy people there are out there. Way more than you’d think.

“A lot of them are so aware of it, they hide it. Unless you could see in their head no one would ever know!

“But yeah, lots of things to fix. Doomsday weapons, bombs, random bits of magical machinery that probably do weird things. I know there’s one that supposedly turns all periods to commas. Which is just really weirdly specific and I don’t even know why it was made.

“Sound fun? Willing to do it for me? I’m willing to barter or trade for your help. Since, you know, the second job, saving someone, is what I originally asked you to help me out for.”

“Alright. I’m sure I could figure out something worth trading for,” Wrench allowed, then shrugged his shoulders. “What do we do? How do we do this?”

“Well, you see, this here portal right here,” Edmund murmured and then gestured at nothing. A moment later, a portal appeared. A perfectly blue oval that slowly wavered in the air and looked as if it went somewhere else. “Will take us to the landing point. From there, we’ll go somewhere else to do the repairs. I’ll leave you there to do your thing and I’ll keep working on other things. When you’re finished up, then I’ll come back, and we’ll go from there.”

“How long do you think I’ll be gone?” Wrench asked. “Will they remain like this? The world seems… frozen.”

“Yeah, they’re just-yeah, frozen. They’re frozen. Time is stuck right now until you come back,” Edmund confirmed. “Oh, we should pop over to a store and get you a whole bunch of shit. I imagine you’ll need a bunch of things. Food, tools, drinks, lotta crap.

“If you run out or need more, we can get you more, too. So don’t fret over it or anything like that.”

With a nod of his head, Wrench stood to his feet and looked into the portal.

He couldn’t see anything through it and all that was visible was impenetrable darkness.

Well.

We knew this was coming at some point.

To pay the price we took on to restart our life.

I mean, I just got to close the relationship with Stripe and-and… and I’m happy.

Admittedly the problems on the horizon seem almost too grand, but that’s not too bad.

“Any chance you can help me figure out what kind of government I should be aiming for, for my people in the future?” Wrench asked, looking to Edmund. “Or someone to put in charge so I don’t have to worry?”

“Eh? Oh. Uh… yeah, I can do that. I’ll just bug Adeena and she can figure it out,” answered Edmund with a laugh. “Onward, good Wrench. Onward. Bolts don’t tighten themselves and broken shit is… well it’s broke.”

Not waiting any longer, Wrench stepped through the portal.


Chapter 8

Wrench didn’t know what to do.

Or where to look

Everywhere around him were Hume.

Hume, large buildings, large rumbling machines moving down smoothly paved walkways, and a great deal of other strange things.

Looking down at himself, Wrench realized he was a bit oddly dressed in his Fixer coveralls.

Breathing out he noticed a mist from his breath, and he noted that it was actually quite cold out.

A woman in a skirt that barely managed to cover her rear end, that was also wearing a heavy jacket, strutted past him. She had a number of piercings in her face and ears as well.

Maybe… I’m not so strange after all.

Then again I’m not wearing a helmet so, I’m certainly not as odd looking as Edmund.

Turning, Wrench looked to Edmund.

The man was nodding his head as he looked around. The tablet was gone, and his clothes had changed. He was dressed in a similar way to the vast majority of people moving around.

“Is this a really big Hume Hab?” Wrench asked, looking at Edmund. “Also, why do you still have your helmet on?”

“Hume Hab? Hm. No, no… this is a city. A Human city. You’re a human. Or you were at one point. You’ve all been so heavily modified by the Tongsta you might be more like… Human plus, I guess,” Edmund said, sticking his hands into the coat pockets, as he moved to stand next to Wrench. “Helmet is fine. They’ll just all see me as me. My face, that is. It’s fine.

“It’s easier than taking it off, that’s for sure. Alright. We’re just waiting for a friend of mine and then you’ll be off and running. They’ll be taking care of you and walking you through everything.

“I’ll honestly be busy getting other things ready and… well… fixing timelines.”

“Timelines,” repeated Wrench.

“It’s like splicing wires together by taking sections out of other existing wires,” Edmund said, pulling his hands out of his pockets and holding them in front of himself. Gesturing with them as he spoke. “You take from here, put it there, rebind it all, then do it again. Over and over across multiple wires. Forging it together one strip at a time.”

“Doesn’t that ruin the wire you’re taking from?” Wrench asked.

“Absolutely. I did say I might get eaten by a black hole after all,” Edmund reminded him and then laughed, putting his hands back in his pockets. “Don’t worry though, it’s nothing you have to worry about or even concern yourself about.

“Your world is pretty separate to all of this. If you did see something come out of it, it’d be something akin to hundreds of thousands of years deep into the future.

“Ah, there’s my friend. His name’s Oz. He’ll be able to take you back and forth between your work site, here, and anywhere else you need.”

A rather nondescript man with brown hair, brown eyes, an average build, and an average height, walked up to Edmund. He had a flat neutral expression and looked to be somewhere in his thirties.

“Edmund,” the man said, coming to a stop in front of him. Then he looked to Wrench. “Wrench.”

“Hey,” Wrench said, then held out his hand to the man.

Tilting his head to the side, Oz stared at Wrench’s hand. Then reached out with his own hand and grabbed Wrench’s hand. He shook it, though in a very mechanical way.

Each hand pump being the exact same as the last in a strange way.

Mechanical and precise.

“I will be your assistant,” Oz stated.

Wrench turned to look at Edmund and found the man was already gone.

Errr… what?

Frowning, he looked back to Oz.

“Edmund is very busy,” Oz stated. “Shall we proceed to shopping?”

Oz released his hand, then gestured to the glass doors nearby.

“I don’t even know what I’ll need,” Wrench lamented.

“That is fine. I have a list of suggested tools, equipment, nutrients matched to caloric needs, and rest and recreation items,” Oz proclaimed. “We can purchase anything you wish, and I can have it delivered without a concern.

“Shall we begin, Fixer Wrench? This building is attached to a large shopping center, and we should be able to facilitate all purchases within a small area. Though I do think it will take a significant amount of time.”

Wrench blew out a slow breath and then nodded his head.

“Do I get to keep anything I bought?” he asked.

“Yes. Anything you purchase you could take back to your own world,” Oz confirmed.

“Really. Then we’re going to need a lot of storage. I’m going to buy a whole bunch of clothes for my Hab,” Wrench murmured, watching a woman walk by in what he would consider little better than a swimsuit.

“That is fine, it is not a concern. The current state of this city would benefit from high spending,” asserted Oz. “Anything you need after this, we can come back for.”

“Then… let’s shop, I guess,” Wrench mumbled. He had no idea what this was going to be like.

Over the next four hours Wrench had his assumptions dashed repeatedly.

Every time he thought he had a grasp on the situation, it just slipped away from him with another thing to do, look at, or buy.

Especially when it had come down to food.

Food had been an incredibly different experience for Wrench in comparison to what the Hab offered. There was even food that, while it sounded good and smelled good, tasted terrible.

Which was a new experience for Wrench, given everything in the Hab had been constructed to be ideal for a Hume in many ways.

Today was a day of firsts.

Looking around the massive warehouse, Wrench was wondering if he had maybe overdone it.

The warehouse was massive. Easily seven or eight times the size of his Hab. When he and Oz had come to drop off the first purchase, he had realized he didn’t need to hold back.

Now, with more than seventy percent of the warehouse filled, he realized he had screwed up.

There would be nowhere to put any of this in his Hab.

“Oz,” Wrench murmured, looking at one of the literal clothing stores he had purchased just for the sake of throwing all of it as his Hab. He knew Stripe and Tickaht loved clothes as much as all the School did.

To them, there could never be enough clothes.

“Yes, Fixer Wrench?” asked Oz.

“I can’t fit all this in my Hab,” he deadpanned with a grimace. He felt like a fool who had taken a box of oat-bars, opened them all, then ate only two.

“I will oversee the material transfers,” Oz stated. “It will not be an issue. Much of this will be consumed by your Hab so that it can be recreated at a later time. Is this not correct?”

“I… yes? Yes. Almost all of it would be,” agreed Wrench.

“I will oversee the transfer of the materials directly into the Hab systems as well as the designs. Rather than the materials being put into the Hab and you performing the function yourself,” Oz offered. “It will not be an issue. You should concern yourself more with which items you wish to present directly as presents. Those would have more meaning.”

Wrench’s eyebrows went up at that.

It was a very good point.

“Thank you Oz,” Wrench said, then turned to look at the strange man. Wrench was under the impression he wasn’t quite Hume.

Or, he supposed, Human.

“Alright. If you’ll be fixing that for me, then I should get to work, shouldn’t I?” he asked with a nod of his head.

“It would be advisable, though there is no deadline to the work. Edmund did leave a note to remind you to pin your aging process as well, as he would not want you to age while you are here on his behalf,” Oz stated.

Wrench had a momentary strange thought as he listened to Oz speak.

The man didn’t breathe except to take a breath to speak. Since breath was required to actually say something.

Otherwise, he didn’t.

Nor did he blink.

“Are you a robot?” Wrench asked as he called up his systems window.

“Of a sort,” Oz confirmed.

Shaking his head, Wrench tapped into each system and did as Edmund had advised him to do. He tuned the regeneration process across the whole to a point that it would take more calories to do, but it would be a perfect copy.

It didn’t tell him that this would make him immortal, but he didn’t doubt Edmund either. He figured it was just something beyond his understanding.

I’ll bug Squeak about it. Maybe she’ll know what’s going on.

Clapping his hands together, Wrench then grinned. He was eager to see what kind of machines he would be working on.

Without warning, Wrench was standing in a new warehouse.

This one was filled with shelves upon shelves. Each of them filled with a great many objects and strange machines.

A single worktable was at the center, near where Wrench stood. A number of the toolsets he had purchased had been set up beside it.

“They are all unique and without instructions. Nor do they have any type of manual on how to repair them,” advised Oz.

Walking over to the closest one, Wrench picked up what looked for all the world to be some type of display.

“Most of them will be similar in construction to existing objects, but they will be abnormal,” finished Oz.

Wrench flipped over the back of it and didn’t see any screw holes and then reached to his pocket where his small metal pry-bar was.

He had already loaded up his pockets with all the common things he might need.

Prying the back off, he saw a number of components inside that had most certainly been made by hand. Each and every part would require him to carefully inspect, catalogue, test, and verify the result.

Grinning, Wrench took it to the table and set it down.

Picking up an electronic testing tool, he started to tap it to traces to see if it matched the board.

He heard nothing of what Oz was currently telling him.

Wrench was in his element and thrilled to be here.

With everything that was going on in his life, he could really use a vacation and just fix things endlessly.

***

“Haaaa, bitch. Bastard. It was you. You!” Wrench growled and held up a very normal looking resistor that was also tiny. Tiny to the point that, in the sea of forty of them on the board, it’d taken Wrench a while to narrow it down to this one little bit.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench set it in the “trash” square on his electronics mat and then picked up the replacement with tweezers.

Laying it into the flux on the board and atop the solder, he held it there. With a deft touch, he tapped the tip of his iron to the solder and held it there for a moment. Then moved to the other side.

Pulling the iron away, he set it to the side on its mount and waited.

Staring at the resistor as the solder solidified completely.

Using the tip of his tweezers, he gently pushed at it.

It was solid and in place.

“Well, you nasty fucker. Let’s see if that did it,” muttered Wrench and set his tweezers down. He flipped the strange ball shaped machine over, popped the strange battery into the slot, reconnected it to the device, then closed the battery bay.

Moving the ball around, he checked the power trace and saw the green light that indicated it had power was lit.

“There we go. Shit. That was horrible. I feel like I rebuilt it from top to bottom,” Wrench complained. He closed up the panel, ran the screw back in with a quick run of his screw gun, and then put it on the trolley nearby. “Oz, six-hundred-and-four-C, is now finished. Was a near complete rebuild. Should be good for a while. Based on its components, it seems like some type of measuring device, but I don’t know where the paired readout would be.”

“That is more than adequate. Thank you, Wrench,” stated Oz. “You asked me to remind you when you completed a shift. I am now reminding you that you have completed a shift.”

“I have? Shit. Went by so fast,” Wrench murmured and then stood up. He stretched one way then the other, then twisted his back.

He’d been here working in this warehouse for the better part of a month now.

Endlessly fixing things.

He couldn’t deny he was missing those he was close to, but the sheer joy he was experiencing at constantly repairing new and strange things kept him going.

“What’s my projected complete time?” he asked and let his shoulders slump and relax.

“At this rate, you will be finished with every single device in another two months. Edmund has scheduled you to go back to your own world for a week at your leisure. Another will be provided after another thirty days pass,” advised Oz.

Oh? Oh.

That’s nice.

Hm.

Maybe… maybe I should go back and just see how things are.

I mean, it’s not like they know I’m gone but… errr… they don’t know I’m gone.

I don’t have to go back. Do I?

I could just stay and work.

There’s a lot more to fix after all.

Scratching at his jaw, Wrench was pondering that.

There was a sudden and violent boom that caused Wrench to stare off toward the far side of the warehouse. It had sounded a lot like when an oxygenator got over compressed and blew out a hatch.

“There are enemies on the compound,” Oz reported. “It is curious. I do not know where they came from.”

“Oh,” Wrench said in an almost stupid way. He had no idea what to do or say to that. This wasn’t something he was expecting in any way while doing the work here. “Should I go hide?”

There was no response from Oz.

The man machine that had been speaking to him from the PA system didn’t respond to his question. Which had never happened before.

“Uh, Oz?” Wrench tried again.

Again, nothing.

“Alrighty. I guess I have to fix some people, too,” Wrench muttered and picked up a large socket wrench that was nearby. It was easily as big and awful as his preferred pipe wrench, and would do an adequate job he figured.

Grasping at his systems, he dialed them up to a level that he could maintain in a pre-combat disposition. Right up until he needed to push himself over and into a different level altogether.

Given it’d been a bit since he had fought last, he wasn’t quite sure how he’d feel about this.

He hadn’t had a reason to actually dial his systems up for any particular need in quite a while.

Moving forward, Wrench was somewhat surprised. He felt like he was moving faster than he previously could handle, but didn’t feel much strain.

There really hadn’t been much change since the last time he’d done this, other than Squeak taking care of him.

Then again, I’m eating something close to twenty-thousand calories a day. This world is rich in calories.

Wrench reached the door and threw it open. Bounding outside and then spinning on his heel.

Leaping upward, he grabbed part of a scaffold that’d been left out there and hauled himself up.

Once he got his legs under him he did it again, jumping up, grabbing, and pulling.

In no time at all he was on top of the warehouse and looking out at the compound around him.

It was a rather large storage depot, really. There were warehouses in nearly every direction, all of them filled with various things.

On the outskirts of the depot were giant earthen mounds.

Beyond that was a very thick, impassable jungle. One that Wrench hadn’t even considered going into given it looked extremely overgrown and lush.

It had made the aerial-Habs look like civilized settlements, really.

Distantly, Wrench could see people in strange armor moving about. They had things in their hands that reminded him of weapons.

He wasn’t going to put himself on the end of it if he could help it.

Taking in a breath, he let it out quickly.

There was a small group of people moving off to one side that Wrench knew wasn’t a location that went anywhere, despite it being part of a large building that wasn’t a warehouse.

One of the few that were here.

It was just an empty shell with nothing in it but old furniture. You wouldn’t know it unless you’d walked the rooms, but the building was worthless.

It was also filled with dark corners, torn out ceiling tiles, and a number of weakened floor beams.

Wrench clambered down from the warehouse and started off in that direction, moving quickly.

His goal was simple.

Kill these four, take their things, use them to kill others.

As far as he’d seen so far, everyone on this world seemed terribly mundane in comparison to Brawlers, let alone himself. He wasn’t going to underestimate the enemy, but he also wasn’t too terribly concerned.

Turning the corner, Wrench rocketed past a tower of partially used oilcans and bounded into the courtyard beside the large building.

He could hear the group as they slowly thumped their way into the back of the building. Taking slow and measured steps.

Or at least, they sounded slow and measured to Wrench.

Belatedly he realized they were probably moving quite swiftly and silently; he was just overly sensitive comparatively.

Reaching the front door, Wrench stuck his socket-wrench into a loop on his coveralls.

Then he bent down low and then kicked up, easily reaching the window above without any issue at all.

Squirming into it, Wrench glanced around.

It was darker than he’d expected, and he dialed up his ability to see in the dark without much of a thought.

He was in an attic-like space of the building, as best as he could tell. It was mostly a strange type of over-crawl space with tiles and metal beams that ran across it.

It couldn’t support his weight at all, and the few times he’d explored up here, he’d been forced to hold on tight to the metal infrastructure that was part of the ceiling itself.

Holding onto it, and putting most of his weight on it, Wrench entered and began moving to the back of the building. He briefly heard several creaks from the supports as he moved along, but it was faint. Faint to the point that he wouldn’t have heard it with his normal senses.

Wrench saw flashlights then through several missing tiles.

Sweeping back and forth across the rooms ahead as they worked at clearing the building.

Moving to the point above the hallway where it intersected another, Wrench came to a stop, and waited.

The spot where he had decided to ambush them directly below him.

With a blink, Wrench pulled out his socket-wrench and waited.

He had no idea who these people were, what they wanted, or why they were here.

None of it mattered.

At the moment, he was here to help Edmund because he owed the man and was also earning a favor in return. Regardless of the reasons for these people to be here, they were here, and had been stated as enemies.

Sorry.

Nothing personal.

But things that need fixing, get fixed.

Slowly, the squad drew closer to Wrench.


Chapter 9

Wrench shifted his weight around and felt odd.

He briefly considered if this was how the Grae probably felt. Watching the Hume moving about below them.

They were more kind about it than I’m going to be.

In fact, Grae only used to get involved when you had something they wanted.

Otherwise they’d hiss, honk, and run off.

The four people moved under Wrench and stopped at the hall.

There were three ways to go from here.

Forward, right, and back the way they came.

Wrench figured this would be the most likely spot that they’d split the team up, even if it was just for someone to remain and guard the hall.

As he had suspected, they did indeed split the team.

Surprisingly though, they moved apart in two person teams. Leaving no soldier by themselves and keeping them paired.

Nodding his head, Wrench couldn’t fault them for that. It wasn’t a bad idea, and he applauded the choice.

As the two pairs moved away, Wrench lightly slipped down from above and reached the floor.

Pressing his palms and shoes to the wall and spider-climbing his way down the eight-feet rather than dropping.

Doing so with barely a noise at all when he made it to the floor.

Pulling out his socket-wrench, Wrench glided forward behind the two soldiers. Their flashlights illuminating the darkness in front of them.

Wrench ghosted up to the soldier in the rear and he took the opportunity to inspect their weapon over their shoulder.

It seemed more machine than weapon to Wrench, and at a glance, he got the impression it operated in a very similar way to a bow.

As there was no string, and nothing at the front of it that would indicate any type of lever, Wrench could only deduce that the operation was based on the small trigger at the rear at the weapon.

Beneath the soldier’s finger.

Ramping his systems up to the maximum, Wrench felt the world slow down even more so. To the point that things felt as if they weren’t moving, practically.

Hopefully I don’t break my brain again.

It’d be weird to rush off to Squeak.

‘Oh hey, my brain kind of exploded. I can’t talk about it, but could you fix me?’

His hand flashed down and he put his socket-wrench back into the loop. Reaching forward, he grabbed the weapon around the person in front of him.

Given Wrench was significantly taller than them, it wasn’t that hard.

Swinging the front of the weapon toward the person in front of them, Wrench jammed his finger down atop the other person’s. Forcing the trigger down.

The resounding boom of the gun felt prolonged and genuinely explosively loud.

Followed by multiple booms as the weapon continued to discharge into the back of the other person. The bright flashes from the end of the device seemed comically out of proportion to the small pipe-like barrel.

Fascinating.

It is certainly like a bow, but it works through explosives I suppose.

Or something of that nature.

I wonder if this is what they would call a gun.

I always wondered about them. It fits, in many ways.

Though the size seems odd.

Surprisingly, the weapon stopped firing even as the person Wrench was holding onto continued to jerk and pull. Trying to get the end of it pointed anywhere else other than their partner.

Not sure why it stopped firing, but realizing that it didn’t matter, Wrench grabbed his socket-wrench and then clubbed the man’s helmeted head.

In rapid succession, he slammed it down three times in the same spot.

There was no outward display that he had broken the helmet, nor did it seem to be damaged at all, though Wrench got the result he wanted.

The person he was struggling with went limp, their knees going out from under them and collapsing to the ground.

Wrench noted that there looked to be a smaller version of the ‘gun’ on the person’s hip.

Taking it, Wrench pointed the front of it at the now laid-low person, right atop the odd-looking visor that covered their face, and pulled the trigger.

It fired.

Though only once.

Releasing the trigger, Wrench tried again.

It once more fired.

Ahhh, this requires repeated trigger pulls.

Wrench gleefully began pulling the trigger as fast as he could.

His extreme reflexes had carried him to this point in the span of seconds. From start to finish, it hadn’t taken long at all.

It was surprising to him when the top of the weapon locked backward, and further trigger pulls did nothing more.

The gun had worked though, and the individual had been shot in the face after punching through the armored helmet.

Tossing the gun aside, Wrench looked upward.

There were no missing tiles here unfortunately.

Moving ahead as he dialed his systems back down to a pre-ramp status, Wrench exited the hall and entered an empty room off to the side. There was a hole low in the wall here that would lead out of the building.

He could get back into the overhead space from there.

Doing so, he briefly winced as he exited. The sun was rather bright in comparison to the indoors.

Thankfully the pain was momentary, as he re-entered the building, once more from above.

The remaining pair of soldiers were likely now with their very comrades. Wrench could guess at this given the sounds, but he wasn’t completely sure of it.

Creeping along the metal beams, he worked his way back to the hall again. Right over the spot that the other two would need to get to, to take the exit they “knew” was safe.

Because moving forward was uncleared and would be problematic.

Or so Wrench reasoned.

These people felt like highly trained Brawlers to him, and pairing that with his resistance training ever so long ago, he felt like he had the right idea of how they’d act.

In no time at all, the two soldiers came back into the hall. One of them was just about walking backward, as the other looked forward.

There would be no dropping down on them for Wrench this time.

Except he didn’t even get a chance to consider doing something different either.

Somehow, the person looking backward had an inclination to look up.

Their flashlight landed right on Wrench and blinded him.

Leaping to the side and dialing up his system, Wrench shot through the space, his hands pulling him across the metal infrastructure rather than letting his weight settle on the fragile beams below.

Behind him, there was a momentary blast as the person fired their weapon into the spot Wrench had been. He didn’t think for an instant he could remain in the above-space any longer though.

They’d be watching for that.

Reaching the end of the crawlspace, Wrench kept going.

He burst right through the wall and came right back outside with an explosion of a strange type of material. He didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t seem very strong.

Shifting his eyesight down to normal Wrench hit the ground, pivoted, and sprinted around the side of the building. No sooner had he hit the corner than he came to a halt.

Peering out around the corner, he looked around.

There was no one immediately here and it gave him a chance.

Shooting out from the corner, Wrench sprinted across the open space and quickly slid into a wooden porch. One side of it had been knocked out due to age and the other was intact.

If the two individuals went back to the rest of their team, they’d pass by here.

Should the team come to here instead, he could wait for them to all pass by and reposition again.

After all, he didn’t think for a moment that they’d suspect he had already exited the building and was now already lying in wait for them.

A minute later and the two people came out of the house in a strange gait.

Only for Wrench to once again realize everything was moving normally to him, but the world itself was slow to his perceptions. In a way that was strangely not uncomfortable to himself.

I wonder if Squeak did something to fix me up.

Or… did… my brain fix itself?

Hm.

Something to look into.

I don’t even feel a headache coming on.

Not even bothering to maintain their security, the two people gave up on looking backward.

In fact, both of them began running forward.

Sprinting all out, in fact.

To Wrench, it seemed like they were just jogging slowly.

Surprisingly, the two managed to stay close to one another, though one was a few steps ahead of the other. It wasn’t much, but Wrench thought it was enough for him to take action.

The first ran by, and as the second did, Wrench shot forward. Leaping out at the individual.

Wrench tackled them at the waist as he flung his system beyond the max he’d set for himself. Pushing right past it into a category he had never considered before.

He struck the person with such force that they crumpled around Wrench’s shoulder. Folding in half and just not being able to stand anymore.

Surprised, but going with it, Wrench took them right out of the courtyard and into a small drainage ditch.

He promptly threw them onto the ditch, snatched their weapon out of their hands, spun it around, and pulled the trigger while pointing it at their face.

This time he watched carefully.

Once the visor crumpled and the individual started taking the explosive discharges to the face, Wrench let go of the trigger.

Turning, he raced back out to where he’d collected this person from.

The last soldier was rushing away down the dirt ditch, back toward where his team had come from.

Wrench lifted the weapon and pointed it at them. Trying to line the barrel up with their back.

As he did so, he accidentally looked through the small device on the top of the weapon.

There was a red circle with a dot in the middle in the device.

It was nearly atop the person who was running, so Wrench moved the weapon till it was, then held down the trigger.

The jarring of the weapon caused him a momentary idle thought as he gripped it tighter and prevented it from moving at all.

In no time at all, he saw the armor crack and blow apart. Whatever the gun was propelling so explosively was working quite well.

Then the weapon stopped working, clearly out of its ammunition again.

Tossing it to the side, Wrench didn’t need to stick around. He could already see that the individual he’d attacked was already falling to the ground.

Wrench shot off perpendicular to the direction the people were running toward. Gaining distance quickly, to the point that in no time at all he was at the high and heavy walls of the compound.

With a casual jump, he grabbed the top of the rather tall wall and levered himself up.

Getting to his feet, he ran down it and straight toward the point that the enemies had entered from. The wreckage of where the wall had been blown up was rather visible.

There were also six people standing around it with weapons similar to what everyone has had.

Pulling his socket-wrench back out of the loop again, Wrench cocked his arm back and then hurled it forward. He felt reasonably assured that it’d hit the target.

The whine that came off it was surprising, however.

When the tool connected with the target, the handle struck first.

And buried itself in the person’s torso. Sinking halfway up the handle almost immediately.

All five of the others looked to the one who suddenly crumpled.

It was all the chance Wrench needed.

Leaping forward off the Wall, he landed with a thump behind one of them.

Once again, Wrench snatched up the weapon they were holding and aimed it at the closest two individuals, all while manhandling the third he was wrapped around.

The boom of the weapon was loud, and Wrench was not a fan of it at all.

Once he saw the armor crumple after several rounds, he walked it over, from person to person.

Unfortunately when he got to the third person, that one and the remaining individual, had both turned their weapons on the one Wrench had been holding onto.

Falling flat to the ground, Wrench rolled, kicked off the ground, and sprang upward. Taking the goal of “anywhere but here” as his wish.

He ended up crashing into a nearby tree and got hung up on a branch.

Both of the people who had turned their weapons on their companion didn’t even seem to notice Wrench was gone. They fired until their weapons couldn’t anymore.

Surprisingly, Wrench watched as they detached the rectangular boxes from the bottoms of their weapons. They fit new ones in, then pulled back on the upper part of the weapon.

Is that how they put new ammunition in?

Curious.

I want to pull one apart.

It’s an interesting machine.

Very interesting.

Snapping off a wrist sized branch with a turn of his hand, Wrench dove at the nearest person.

In a split second for Wrench, he was there, atop them.

The tree branch worked well enough it would seem, if enough force were applied. It came around and slapped into the person’s legs with enough force to send them flipping toward the ground.

Their visored face slamming into the ground with a bam and their legs coming up behind their head.

Stomping down on their back, releasing the branch, and grabbing the person’s ankles, Wrench jerked forward and down.

There was a hideous crunch as he quite literally folded the person at the waist. To the point that the backs of their knees were nearly on their head.

The last person had managed to bring their weapon around and leveled it at Wrench.

Dodging out to the side, he planted a foot on the wall just as they began firing, launched off it, and redirected himself at them.

He closed the distance fast enough that they didn’t have enough time to train their gun on him.

Wrench bowled them over and sent them to the ground with a thump. Landing atop them.

Leaning back, Wrench grabbed at their shoulder, then twisted their arm around till it had made an entire rotation. Satisfied that they wouldn’t be able to do anything further with the big gun, he let go and snatched their left arm.

Jerking at the wrist, he bent it at the elbow in the opposite way that it should go, and was satisfied to find that it now hung limply.

There!

Edmund will be happy.

At the worst, there would be one left to question.

Though… do I need to break their legs? I don’t think they’d go anywhere but… I’m not one to take chances.

With a sigh, Wrench stood up, bent down, and neatly broke the person’s ankles.

Both of them.

Going to one of the people who had been gunned down without getting a shot off, he took their weapon in hand. He found a number of the rectangles that would hold more ammunition and stuffed them in his coverall pockets.

Then he went to another and took even more of them.

Pausing only to take the socket-wrench, he was now done with this area.

Contemplating what action to take next, he assumed that the team inside would likely return to this area to try and exit. If they had a different exit, then it wouldn’t matter to Wrench anyways.

His only real concern was being able to get back to work.

Wrench let his system fall back to the pre-ramp and turned to look at all the equipment nearby.

He spotted what could only be a radio setup.

Not all tech on this world was that different from his own, it just didn’t seem to have the same types of things.

One shocking example to Wrench was apparently everything here was made by hand or machine.

Nothing was made by a fabricator.

Now paying attention to the radio, Wrench realized there were people talking on it.

“— order you to report in!” said a voice over it. Wrench wasn’t sure if it was his own language or something that his implant was translating, but either way, he could understand them.

“This is fucked. We need to get out of here now. It’s an unknown force and an unknown number!” said someone over the radio. “We need to leave. Now! This is nothing like what the intelligence said!”

“Fuck just-fuck, team three, report in!” demanded the first voice.

Hm, this was planned, and they were expecting something.

That’s rather curious.

I wonder what Edmund will think of it.

Wrench couldn’t help but note the fact that his response to the situation wasn’t quite right. Even despite the fact that he’d tuned his mental ability to handle such a thing as combat, this felt more demanding than anything he’d ever experienced before.

I really need to talk to Squeak about all this.

This isn’t what I was used to, and it leaves me feeling like something important has changed. Something that I really need to get a handle on and understand.

“Fine, we’ll get out. Use the secondary extraction. We can’t-can’t risk route one,” ordered the voice. “Radio silence after this except for local proximity.”

A single snort was Wrench’s only response to that. He didn’t like that he couldn’t listen in, but he couldn’t fault the response. It was appropriate after all.

It just didn’t matter to him.

Looking into the depot, Wrench unfortunately couldn’t find anywhere that was significantly taller than the rest. If he could, the first thing he’d want to do was to get up on top of it and look to his surroundings.

A stupid idea popped into his thoughts.

He wasn’t sure it’d work, but realistically speaking, he was feeling somewhat strange. As if he weren’t even a Hume anymore and was beyond the limitations he’d suffered from previously.

Racing back into the depot, Wrench made it back to the warehouse near the center of the depot. He hadn’t seen or heard anyone on his way either.

The depot was deathly quiet.

Throwing the weapon around his shoulder with the fabric strap that was at the front and back of it, he grabbed up a twelve-foot ladder.

Sticking it to the side of the same scaffolding he’d climbed up earlier, he shot up to the top of it.

Reaching the end, he grabbed the ladder and manhandled it up to the top of the warehouse.

Plunking it down right there, he unfolded it partially, climbed up to the top, and stood at peak of it. He looked around as quickly as he could as he didn’t want to make himself such an obvious target.

He was betting against the idea that the enemy wouldn’t be looking toward the interior, but toward the exterior. Toward their exit and safety.

Wrench was only half right.

He spotted the enemy, twelve or so of them, all rushing to the far corner of the depot.

Several of them had been looking backward toward where he was and spotted him.

Their weapons were already raised up.

Before they could fire, Wrench dropped down off the ladder, hit the warehouse roof, and scrambled down to the side of it.

He had his direction.


Chapter 10

Jogging along, Wrench had already found the enemy group. They weren’t far away from him and on the other side of the building he was moving along.

He could hear them over there right now as they scurried along. Rushing toward the exterior wall in their haste to get away from him.

There wasn’t any chatter from them or even a spoken word. It was as if they had communications being routed through their helmets in some way.

It made sense, but he was now curious about the helmet.

If the chance presented itself, he wanted to take one, strip it down, and figure out how it worked.

Since coming here, he had found a great many new machines and technologies to toy with. To poke at, pull apart, and learn.

It’d been a wonderful vacation for him.

I just wanted to keep fixing things.

Reaching the wall Wrench hopped up, put his feet on it, and pushed. Launching himself backward toward the warehouse wall.

Catching it with his feet and one hand, he pushed off it. Utilizing his extreme senses, muscles, and ability to have everything moving at a crawl, to just about act as if he were jumping off the ground.

He easily reached the top of the wall, grabbed it, and hauled himself up.

Then dropped down the other side, landing in a small strip of cleared land that was between the wall and the jungles.

Rather than wait here, he moved down the strip to where the enemy forces were likely going, the corner of the depot. Wrench wasn’t sure what was over there that they wished, but it seemed to be the general direction they wanted.

As far as he knew, it was just a small building that Oz had called a “trailer”, and it’d been filled with sealed crates. From the exterior, they’d been labeled as “alarm clocks”.

Wrench didn’t know why Edmund would need ten crates of alarm clocks, but he didn’t care either. Admittedly he’d popped open a crate, taken one, and peeled it apart just to be sure.

It was nothing out of the ordinary unfortunately.

Looking down at the weapon he was carrying, Wrench wondered if he had time to poke at it a bit and discover some more things about it. He genuinely wanted to understand how it operated completely but already had a fair idea from using one and watching the others.

Reaching the corner, Wrench found something unexpected.

Or heard something unexpected.

It was an engine of some sort.

Wrench could hear it softly idling away even as he closed the distance to it.

When he got to the point that the wall became a hard corner, he slowed down and then leaned out to take a peek. Doing his best to keep himself behind the wall as he did it.

A gargantuan, wheeled vehicle was sat there on the back wall.

It was quite large and robust looking. Even its wheels were huge, with the undercarriage high above the ground, as if it would need to bounce and bump over rough terrain and had done so to get here.

The back of it looked to be a troop transport as he could see the end of a bench along one interior wall of the truck interior.

That interior was enclosed by what looked to be some type of sheet metal.

Originally he’d been very curious about these machines when he was first brought here. He’d found out very quickly that they were combustion engines and propelled the vehicles they were attached to by a series of pistons.

He found them crude, though fascinating.

Hm.

There was one person that was visible, putting small bricks of something on the back wall. Wrench had no idea what they were, but he assumed they would somehow create a hole of sorts for the enemy to escape through.

As he watched for several more seconds, and stretched out his senses, he couldn’t detect anyone else here. It seemed this exit route of theirs truly only had one person watching over it, waiting to assist as needed.

Wrench decided this was the moment to see where this went.

He could just kill all these people and consider the task done, but that wouldn’t fix it. Fix the enemy being here.

They’d already come here once, it was likely they’d do it again.

Edmund had already demonstrated he could come and go as he pleased, and Wrench wasn’t too concerned about leaving the depot. If he did, Edmund or Oz would just track him down and bring him back.

At the moment, he really wanted to “fix” this enemy problem. Fix them so they didn’t come back.

If they came here in a vehicle, that meant that they’d have a camp or a base nearby. He couldn’t imagine them launching this as a long-range attack without having somewhere the truck came from or would go back to.

Overclocking his system, Wrench felt a lot like he imagined a bow-string would be when drawn back. Everything held back in a tight tension and ready to be released.

Then he was off in a flash, sprinting across the distance, toward the truck.

In just a second for Wrench, he made it to the front wheel well.

As he reached that point, he looked into the truck cab to confirm there was no one else there. Once down, he planted his foot on the wheel, stepped onto the hood, turned, and pushed off.

He sailed over the cab, up to the very top of the roof of the truck-bed.

Planting his foot on the corner where three panels joined, he assumed it’d have the most structural integrity. His other foot he put down on the edge, then squatted down low quickly.

There wasn’t a point that the enemy could see him, but that didn’t mean he wanted to risk them suddenly getting a look at him.

Letting his systems wind back down, he smiled grimly. He was getting a lot of practice today in moving himself up and down.

Wrench slowly laid himself out flat against the top of the truck-bed’s metal frame. Spreading his weight out as best as he could. He put his hands near the front edge where he could grasp on if he needed to and tried to spread his feet out to create a wider base for his body.

There was a muffled explosion behind him, followed by what sounded like rocks falling and crumbling away.

After, came the crunch and pop of things being ground down under heavy boots, followed by the truck rocking back and forth. The clank and thump of people getting situated, and a door opening and slamming shut.

Wrench only had a moment to grab the front of the truck as he heard it suddenly shift into gear before it lurched forward.

If he hadn’t held on, he probably would’ve been shot straight off the back of it.

He felt his eyes widen even as the truck began rumbling off toward the jungle.

To be sure, he had expected it to wheel around and go somewhere he couldn’t see or didn’t expect. That it would find some weird path that it’d used to get here, in fact.

Not to race right at a bunch of trees.

As it closed in to a very large looking tree, of the ‘will destroy your stupid truck’ variety he imagined, he closed his eyes and looked away.

Only for the truck to suddenly be somewhere else.

Looking over his shoulder as the truck rumbled along, he saw the jungle behind them. All the large and nasty looking trees quickly being distanced.

Huh.

I guess… the truck was like Edmund?

It just went where it wanted to?

Looking ahead, Wrench saw that they were driving toward a very dilapidated looking village. Of stone dwellings, scrap metal walls, and muddy streets.

Or just through the jungle, I guess.

I wonder where we’re going.

Wrench slowly let his systems continue to slow down, coming down to normal levels as the truck bumped and raced along. Nonetheless, it was just enough of a situation that he couldn’t let his mind ‘power-down’ and give himself some rest.

A jolt to the left as the massive truck-tire hit some type of divot in the ground sent Wrench shifting to one side. Holding on by the strength of his hands only.

Man.

I hope this is a short ride.

***

Wheeling up to a strange building, Wrench felt like this wasn’t a great idea.

The only thing that made sense in his head was it being some type of garage.

Its construction was a green painted concrete rectangle with a sloping back to it that seemed to go into the ground. The whole of it was covered in earth and it had a great deal of foliage dotted all over it.

Wrench didn’t understand why someone would build a concrete building and do such a thing.

A heavy door, also painted green, began rolling backward. Clattering and clanking as it did so.

Honestly, none of this made any sense to Wrench, but he was glad they were finally ‘somewhere’ rather than driving around through nowhere. There had been more than a few times he had considered just hopping off the truck and going back to the depot.

Except now that he had come this far, he felt as if he couldn’t turn around without a good reason for having committed to this to begin with. He vaguely had felt like he had heard something about this in his last life, something about things being sunk, but he couldn’t pinpoint it.

Blinking, Wrench was surprised when the truck went straight into the building and ended up in a downward sloping tunnel. He hadn’t actually expected them to just drive straight in without a security check of the vehicle.

He hadn’t seen any cameras on the outside of the building either, which meant that this was some type of automated entry.

It felt foolish to him, given how secure he had tried to keep the Ducts.

The darkness of the tunnel was cut by repeating lights that were set into the walls. He wasn’t sure how they were powered given that the walls looked like concrete.

There was a part of him that wanted to jump off, rip one off, and inspect it.

Slowly, the truck rolled downward.

Eventually it reached a flat open space that looked a lot like a garage to him. There were a number of vehicles spread out in every direction.

There was a small area off to one side that looked as if it were some type of oversight or security checkpoint, yet there was no one in it.

There was only one other exit from here, and it was a regular sized double-door on the opposite side from where they’d entered.

Coming to a stop in the dead center of the space, the door opened as a roll cage began closing behind Wrench from where he had come in from.

People were getting out of the truck now and they were doing it quickly.

He had noted that the truck had been moving faster than it probably should as they drove along. Taking hills, holes, and roads with more speed than it was likely rated for.

Wrench knew nothing of vehicles though, and it was quite likely that he was over thinking the problem based on his bias.

With a blink, he realized everyone had exited the truck and were all jogging to the far doors. Leaving him alone with the truck.

Hmmm.

Alright.

Let’s go check that nook first.

Maybe it has something I can prod at.

Figure out where I’m at, what I’m dealing with, and how to fix this whole problem.

Rolling off the top of the truck, Wrench hit the ground in a way that he was sure his Grae would approve of. Standing up and smoothly walking away after letting his knees and ankles bend with the drop.

When he reached the strange booth, he found it was a computer setup. There was also a bin to the side with a number of discarded electrical components that looked like they had been pulled out of vehicles.

Even a small display that looked like it’d been ripped out of a vehicle’s dash.

Sniffing once, Wrench hesitated, then went over to the computer. He tapped at the mouse and found the computer responsive no sooner than he had done so.

The screen flickered on.

It wasn’t locked for some reason.

Wrench shook his head at the audacity of someone not locking their system down.

Given that they didn’t have security outside the garage either, or even seemingly in here, he realized that this operation as a whole was very strange to him. As if they weren’t concerned about security for one reason or another.

What he saw on the screen didn’t really matter to him.

Whatever it was made no sense to him. Realistically, it didn’t give him any insight into the building or location. If anything, it just provided him with more questions than answers.

Deciding that this wasn’t something of use to him, Wrench instead exited the booth and then went off after the enemy team.

Holding his weapon in front of him tightly, he went right to the door they’d gone through.

Leaning his head down, he put his ear to the crack between the door and the frame and listened.

He heard nothing beyond.

Opening the door carefully, quietly, he saw he was in a hall that led away. There were a few doors here and there but nothing that stood out to indicate where the team had gone.

Looking to the ground, he didn’t see anything that’d help him.

With a grunt, he realized that this was indeed beyond him.

That this whole thing was a waste of time and he’d done something incredibly stupid.

Whatever.

Going back to the garage door, Wrench checked it and found he could tear out the pulley system if he needed to get out.

“Oz,” Wrench hissed as he moved back over to the truck. “Edmund?”

He had found that both Oz and Edmund had an uncanny ability to find him if he started asking for them. He really didn’t know the why or the how, but he was hoping this strange behavior and ability would work out for him.

There was no response.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench hopped up into the truck and squatted there.

Thinking.

He was of the opinion he should just get in the truck and blast out of the garage and back the way they’d come from. He was fairly certain he could manage his way back.

While the trip had been tedious, it’d only been an hour long, and they’d only changed the road they were traveling on once.

There was a deep rumbling noise followed by all the lights going out. Dropping the entire area into pitch blackness.

“Oh,” Wrench said aloud and hopped out of the truck.

In a flash he had dialed up his ability to see in the dark to the point that it was like dim-morning light to him.

He went straight back to the door he’d decided not to go into.

Opening it, he lifted his weapon, and entered the hall.

Straining his hearing, he pushed into the hall, deeper and deeper. Walking through the dark with ease.

Ahead of him, a door pushed open, and someone stumbled out. They had one hand out in front of them and a small gun in their other hand.

The door closed behind them, and they began feeling their way down the hall away from the garage.

Wrench couldn’t really tell if it was a man or a woman given the full helmet over their head, but he was mildly surprised. He thought for sure that such a large and cumbersome thing would have the ability to see in the dark.

This world is weirdly ahead and weirdly behind of what I expect.

Marching right up to this person, Wrench reached out and simply snatched the weapon out of their hand. Jerking it away with ease.

“Ah!” squeaked a feminine voice.

“Simple. Answer or die. Ready?” Wrench asked, backing up two steps. He let the large gun on its strap move down toward his side. He lifted the gun he had just taken from this woman up and pointed it at her head.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Where am I?” Wrench demanded.

“I… what?”

“Where am I? Where is this base? You just attacked a depot. I was there. I came here. Where is here?” he asked.

“This-this is observation post six.”

“What does it observe?”

“The Depot. It’s here to observe the Depot. We’re here to watch anyone working there. We had reports that there was activity there.”

“Yes. Did you attack it?”

“I didn’t. I know a team went there today. They… did you come with them?”

“I see. What are you?”

“Uhm, what?”

“What’s your job.”

“Drone technician. I operate… operate drones.”

“I see. You will lead me, Tech. Take me to the place where this place has its electrics. HVAC, water, gas, everything,” he demanded.

As he had looked around, he had noted that there were vents throughout, and given the location of this place, it was likely the air was treated.

If it was treated, then it likely would have systems to do so before distributing it.

That meant there was likely mechanical machinery of some sort that he was nearly positive he could turn into an explosion in some way.

He’d just set the place to blow up and leave in the truck. His plan seemed simple enough and he liked it.

Though, this really was a stupid idea.

What the hell got into my head to make me do this?

In fact… in fact… I can’t… huh… weird.

This is so unlike me that it’s strange.

Oz said he didn’t know where they came from, and I suddenly wanted to know.

I don’t think I’d do something like this in a million years.

Strange. Very strange.

I’ll have to ask Oz or Edmund.

“I… okay. I will,” said the woman.

“Pull your helmet off. You won’t need it. I will guide you, but you must tell me where we should go,” stated Wrench. “Walk in front of me. I will kill you if I must. I already killed a number of your people.”

The woman nodded her head, pulled the helmet off, and dropped it to her side.

“We need to go down this hall till it stops. Then turn right. When it stops, we should be at an open area. It’s a security checkpoint,” advised the woman.

“I see. Alright. We’ll go then,” Wrench said and put the large gun barrel on her shoulder. Then he put the barrel of the small gun in her spine. “I have your gun. I will shoot you. That is a bigger gun on your shoulder. You are my firing platform.

“If you do something stupid, I’ll shoot you, Tech, then go on without you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand,” she hissed.

“Wonderful. Please move forward,” Wrench demanded and pushed at her spine with the gun he’d dug into her.

He briefly wondered if the weapon was in a firing position, but he wouldn’t know if it was, or wasn’t, without firing it.

If he tried to fire it, he’d give away that it was or wasn’t ready if she noticed, and if it wasn’t, he wouldn’t know how to fix it.

“Actually,” Wrench said then stepped back, putting the large barrel to her head. “Is the weapon I took from you ready to fire?”

“Yes,” she said.

Wrench lifted it up, pointed down the hall, and pulled the trigger.

It clacked but didn’t go off.

“You lie,” he said.

“I’m-I’m really… I’m…” her voice trailed off as Wrench pushed the barrel against her head a bit more firmly.

“Make this weapon ready, then place it on the ground,” ordered Wrench. “If you do not do as I’ve said, I’ll shoot you. I can see in the dark. You cannot, Tech.”

Wrench had pushed the small gun into her hands and then stepped away quickly. Then shifted where he was as well.

“I… yes. I’ll do that. I thought it was ready, I really did,” she whimpered.

She thumbed a switch on the side of the weapon and then put it down on the ground.

“The pistol’s ready,” she said.

Pistol.

Pistol?

“What is this large weapon called with the box on the front. It fires quickly,” Wrench asked. He was feeling incredibly awkward asking these questions and quite literally showing off how little he knew, but he needed to ask them.

Needed information.

“A rifle?” supplied the woman.

Rifle.

Pistol.

Wrench picked up the pistol, pointed it down the hall, and pulled the trigger.

It let out a satisfying boom and lit up the hall.

The reverberation was quite loud, and brightness of the light hurt his eyes.

Thankfully his system quickly repaired his eyes and he was ready to go again.

Wrench grabbed the Tech, pushed her around, and dropped the rifle’s barrel on her shoulder.

Then jammed the pistol into her spine. He pushed hard enough to make sure she’d feel it through her armor.

“Let’s start moving then, Tech,” he commanded.


Chapter 11

Slowly, the tech moved forward to the end of the hall. Wrench was truly using her shoulder as a support station and using it as a pivot.

He didn’t for a moment actually trust her and if someone showed up, he planned on lifting the weapon off her and firing freely.

Because even if she did behave and do as he told her, she was likely to flinch away when he fired the weapon.

Reaching the end of the hall, the woman finding it with her hands, she then turned and began moving again. Wrench followed along behind her.

Half of his attention was on the woman and the other half on hallway in front of himself. Watching for anyone that might pop up and need to get knocked back down.

“I’m-please don’t kill me. I’m just a tech. I just work here, and I barely qualified with the weapons courses,” pleaded the woman.

“All I know is that you’re the enemy of the person who hired me. Which means I’m the enemy of who hired you,” Wrench stated in a simple and soft voice. “There is nothing else that needs to be said.

“You can’t go into a situation where you’re expected to kill others and then not be ready to be killed yourself. This is how the world is.”

The tech made a soft whimpering noise even as they continued to move down the hallway. Her whole body trembled slightly as they walked. Causing the weapon balanced on her shoulder to shiver and shudder.

With a grimace, Wrench stuffed the pistol into one of his cover-all pockets after pushing the switch the tech had used to put it into a safe position, and then grabbed the large weapon with both hands. He pulled it in tight against his shoulder, lifted the barrel up, and kept walking.

No longer right atop the Tech, Wrench kept himself several feet behind her. Far enough that he could pull the trigger if she tried to spin around and do something stupid.

Ahead of them, Wrench could see a flashlight sweep across. Sliding across a wall and past the door they were moving up on.

This was likely the security area that the tech had mentioned.

And more than likely where I’ll need to kill more people.

This really was a stupid idea.

Why in the hell did I decide to do this?

Frickin’ Oz, that’s why.

He wondered about it, and I just had to find an answer so I could fix it.

Shaking his head, Wrench couldn’t help but wonder just how deeply he was altered. At what genetic level he had been tinkered with that he desperately wanted to fix things if he felt like he could. That if he were to sit down and really look into himself and what he’d been doing, he would probably find that the last month or two had been one of his happiest times as of late. To sit and fix things endlessly while exploring new machines.

“I-I… what… what do I do?” asked the tech as she got to the door. It was closed and Wrench could see it was some type of glass security door. Likely there to act as an airlock of sorts for employees but not an actual defense.

The flashlight was gone, but Wrench was of the opinion that there were more people in there.

“Obviously we’re going in there,” stated Wrench. “Do what you need to do to get the door open. If it’s unlocked, open it and call in, if it’s locked, knock.

“Whatever you decide to do though, don’t mention me or that I’m armed. I would really hate to shoot you in the back of the head just because you did something stupid, then go kill everyone in there after stepping over your corpse.”

“Yes,” squeaked the tech who then reached out to blindly feel for the handle. After a few pats, she found it, turned it, then opened it. “Hello? The lights went out and I then I heard a boom. Did the backup generator go down? It sounded like a gunshot but I wasn’t sure?”

“What? Jane?” asked a voice, the flashlight then sweeping back into view and landing on her. It illuminated her brightly. “And yeah, it definitely sounded like a gunshot but… I mean… Dave had a ND yesterday when someone dropped a soda. Put it right through a monitor.”

The flashlight was bright enough to the point that Wrench had to squint and dial down his ability to see in the dark a bit.

“Yes. It’s me. What’s going on? There’s no communications or lights or… or anything! What’s going on?” asked the tech, holding the door open quite wide.

“Not sure. Shelter protocol is in place,” said the voice, the flashlight slowly dipping away from Jane. The woman had her hand up in front of her face to shield herself from the bright beam. Apparently they’d taken that as an unspoken cue of ‘get it out of my face’. “Where’s your shelter location? Isn’t it in the garage?”

“I couldn’t find the latch to get in. It was in lockdown protocol and there’s no lights,” Jane answered, responding rather quickly. As if it weren’t a lie at all. “If you can give me a flashlight or guide me, that’d be great.”

“I can’t leave this spot but… uh… you can stay here with me if you want. It’s fine,” said the voice. “Still not sure why the emergency backup hasn’t kicked on at all.”

“Oh, that’d be great. There’s a few more people back down the hall on their way here I think. I heard them trying to find the door to their office, but I couldn’t see so I didn’t try to help,” Jane said and then thumped the door against the wall, and it stuck there.

“That’s fine. This is kind of fucked. No one’s come down to tell me what’s going on. Reynolds went up to check in and see what’s going on, just in case that they’re fine up there,” said the voice. “Now I’m just sitting here in the dark, trying to conserve the battery on the flashlight.”

Jane nodded her head and walked into the security room at the same time the flashlight turned off.

Wrench glided into the room behind Jane and lifted up his weapon.

The red circle lined up perfectly on the man’s head without even an issue and Wrench could end him right here and now.

Except he didn’t see a reason to.

If he could do this quietly, he’d prefer it.

The weapon going off earlier to test that it was working was already a regret in his mind. The idea of doing it again sounded miserable.

“Ah, sorry,” Jane said as she bumped up into the desk. To which the guard only shook his head. His head was covered by a helmet similar to the one Jane had been wearing.

“It’s alright. Where’s your helmet?” he asked.

“I made her take it off,” Wrench said, holding the barrel right up in front of the guard’s face. “Because I put a gun in her face. Just like what I’m doing right now to you. It’d be best if you held still, did nothing, and made no moves. As still as could be. Try not to breathe, in fact.”

The guard didn’t respond, he just sat in the chair he’d been in. His hands on the desk in front of himself.

“Do you have handcuffs? Something to restrain people with?” asked Wrench. “It’d be better if I could tie you up and leave you here rather than kill you, but I’ll do what I must.”

“Handcuffs. Some zip cuffs, too,” the guard hissed, his voice coming from the faceless helmet that betrayed none of his emotions. “Left side of my belt.”

“Tech, get the handcuffs, cuff him. Behind his back,” Wrench ordered, his eyes flicking down to each side of the man’s belt. He noted the cuffs where he’d stated, as well as a pistol on the other side.

Knowing that neither human could see him, Wrench reached out and took the pistol away. Jerking it free of the belt in one swift motion.

Glancing at it, he saw the safety switch was on, this was not in a position to be fired.

He tucked it away into the same pocket as the other pistol. If he wasn’t careful, he’d run out of space very quickly.

Looking back to Jane and the guard, he saw that she was just barely pulling the cuffs free.

Realizing he was still dialed up pretty high, Wrench eased off on his systems.

At the same time, he realized that he was starving.

Starving and feeling as if he could eat everything given to him and yet ask for more.

“Tech, Guard, where do you get food from here. I need food. A lot of food,” he demanded. “I need calories.”

“There’s… it’s on the other side of the post,” Jane said in a quivering breath as she slowly unfolded the cuffs. “The medical bay just beyond that door has some vending machines in it. A lot of sugary drinks there.”

Oh!

Perfect.

Those things are loaded with calories.

Ridiculous amounts. And I can down a whole bunch of it without even having to stop to chew.

“Perfect. Make sure you get his armor off to get the cuffs on his wrists. Can’t have him getting free,” Wrench said and went over to the room Jane had suggested.

He pulled it open and peered inside.

There was no one there.

“Where is everyone?” he asked.

“There were several missions today,” Jane offered in a whimper. “A large number of the base is deployed.”

Nodding his head, Wrench jerked over a trash can and stuck it in front of the door.

Turning, he looked to Jane who was fussing with the guard’s armored arms.

Watching for a second, he then looked back into the room that’d been suggested.

There were several unpowered vending machines not far off.

Smirking, Wrench went over to them.

Pulling out his torque-wrench, he jammed it into the keyhole he found in the side with extreme strength. Powering the heavy-duty tool right through the locking mechanism and into the machine.

Pulling it to the side, he tore the whole thing loose with the monstrous amount of force he put into it. Causing the front of the door to groan and then pop loose.

It swung free partially

Sticking his torque-wrench back into its pocket, Wrench looked to Jane and the guard.

“I’ve got this sight trained on your head, guard. Don’t do something stupid,” Wrench warned and then reached out and grabbed a soda from the vending machine.

He planned to drain them all one by one and then start moving again.

Roughly a hundred cans later and something close to half an hour after starting, Wrench felt a bit odd, but better. He wasn’t sure if his body was digesting things almost as swiftly as he put them down, but it felt that way.

On top of that, the caffeine that was pounding through his heart and veins was doing its best to over-run his system despite his controls of it.

Letting out an incredible belch, Wrench felt better.

Moving to where Jane and the Guard were in the corner of the medical room, he hesitated.

“Tech, it’s time to go, lead me on,” Wrench commanded.

No sooner had he finished speaking than he saw flashlights sweeping back and forth down the other hall that led away from the security room.

Six or seven of them.

“Never mind. Stay here,” he said and lifted his weapon up. Closing the door behind himself, he left the medical bay.

Prowling to the near corner, partially behind the desk, Wrench trained his weapon on the hallway. Anyone coming through like this was likely to be an enemy.

Once the flashlights made it to the door, they began to sweep the interior of the room as one of the people opened the door.

Realizing this was his moment, Wrench waited for the flashlight to come toward him even as two people went to enter the room.

Then the flashlight was almost on him.

Wrench threw his system into a wild overclock. To the point that he felt like it was going to redline his organs, and he would need Squeak to bring him back around.

Dashing forward, he crossed over the point where the flashlight was and then through it.

Moving past the glass door, he saw that they were all wearing similar armor to those he had already slain. Wrench showed no mercy and put the red circle on the closest helmeted face.

Pulling the trigger down as he ran, he kept the weapon hard pressed into his shoulder.

Keeping the red circle absolutely still through the sheer force of strength in his arms.

Several rounds pounding into the helmet one after the another like a drill. Wrench was able to see the moment that the helmet failed.

Flicking the red circle over, he put it on the next and did the same.

As he put four rounds into the same spot, he put his foot down and went in the opposite direction he’d been going in, though still forward.

He got vision on a third and a fourth, giving them each a quick burst of gunfire to the helmet.

All four going down before the flashlight ever found him again.

Though two of the people had gotten their weapons into position and fired into the room almost wildly. Unable to truly see Wrench, he assumed.

Pushing right up to the side of the door, Wrench took cover there. Waiting for the gunfire to end.

When it did, he dropped down in a crouch, turned the corner, and peeked.

The red circle nearly fell atop the guts of an enemy, and he slid it upward. No sooner did it fall on their helmet than he pulled the trigger again. Dropping five rounds into them before it failed.

Shifting to the next, he pulled the trigger.

The weapon discharged several rounds, then the ejection device slammed open, and nothing more came out.

Having watched someone else do it, Wrench released the box, grabbed another, and slammed it into the port it went into. Then yanked back on the top piece as the other had done.

He noted that the whole thing slammed forward as he did so.

Sighting the last enemy as they laid on the ground, apparently he’d done enough to ring their bell, Wrench fired off a short burst.

The rounds drilled into the helmet and that was the end of the foe.

Standing up, Wrench looked down the hall.

He saw no one there.

Picking up nine more of the ammunition boxes, Wrench put them in his pockets.

They were now filled and had no room for anything else.

I like this machine. It’s a good machine.

It would make dealing with brawlers easy.

Wrench let his system move back down to a more normal “ramp up” setting.

Peering into the dark hall he saw no one else there.

“Hmph,” he said to no one.

Going back to the medical bay, he opened it.

“Tech, time to go. I need to get to the HVAC system,” he ordered.

“O-of course. Yes,” answered Jane and got to her feet. She set the soda she’d been drinking down to the side. She had gotten a soda from the machine when Wrench offered her one.

Coming out of the bay, Jane flicked on the flashlight she’d taken from the guard.

It quickly went to the left, then toward the right, pausing on the two bodies that were just inside of the security room from the hall. Blood pumping out freely from their helmets and pooling on the ground beneath them.

Pausing there, neither the flashlight, nor Jane, moved for several beats.

Then she started forward again, moving toward that hallway.

Gingerly, she stepped over the corpses and moved past them into the hall beyond it.

Wrench followed along behind her, the weapon up and trained ahead of himself.

He briefly wondered if not killing the guard he handcuffed was a bad idea, doubly so since he had just fired the weapon so much, there was no longer a need for silence.

Yet he couldn’t bring himself to kill the pathetic bound human.

He just seemed so helpless to Wrench.

I wonder if Hume can even breed with Humans.

An odd question.

Jane reached a door, and the flashlight lit the plaque on it. It looked like a blue staircase image that also had several red plaques to the right of it.

Each one read off something different.

Wrench didn’t bother to read whatever else was there, other than to check the fact that it had the electrical and the HVAC facilities down at the bottom of the stairs. That was more than enough for him and all he really wanted to know.

Given that the blue staircase had an arrow that was moving downward from the image of the top of the stairs, he imagined this really was the right place to go.

That didn’t mean he was going to trust the Tech, but he was at least partially convinced she was doing what he wanted.

If true, Electrical and HVAC were both something he wanted to get a hold of here and what he figured he could work with. All he needed to do was figure out what he was working with and how he could get it to explode in some way.

His mind was working overtime and already spinning through at least ten different machine types he’d worked on in the past. How he might turn them into an explosive bomb or turn the atmosphere poisonous.

Because in the end, he wanted to fix this problem and then get out.

Get out, finish his work with Edmund, and get back to where he belonged.

Back to the people he belonged with and those he trusted and loved.

Jane opened the door and went in.

Wrench followed her.

The two of them began walking down concrete stairs in silence toward the darkness below.


Chapter 12

The stairs winded downwards for at least five floors.

Cutting back and forth twice for each set.

Or so he guessed.

For all he knew, the steps were far different than he expected, and he was actually twenty floors down. Realistically, there was no way to truly know.

All he did know, was they were a significant distance further down than they had been previously, and he was starting to wonder how large this area would be.

His mind’s eye had been going over all the possible types of HVAC units he’d dealt with up to this point, but he was starting to wonder if what he was in for was beyond his personal scope.

Then they stairs stopped, and Wrench found himself and the tech on a landing that led to a glass door. As far as Wrench could see or hear, there was nothing beyond the door that would trouble him.

He couldn’t hear anyone breathing, talking, or moving about.

All he could hear was the Tech’s breathing, which sounded much smoother and unbothered than previously. As if they were feeling more assured for one reason or another.

Is it because anyone down here wouldn’t be swinging a weapon around?

If I was in her position, would I feel better or worse if I was going into an area without guards in it?

I’m not really sure.

“Are we sure there’s no one in there? I’d hate to have to shoot you just because I couldn’t keep an eye on you,” Wrench growled as the Tech reached the door and turned the handle.

“No one is ever down here. Ever. It’s safe,” said the Tech with a nod of her head. “And since there’s no electricity, you can’t really turn anything in here into a bomb. That means you can just tie me up and go on your own from here. I brought those zip-tie cuffs so you could do that.

“There’s even a map on the wall for the complex that lists out where all the ducts and pipes are. You could easily use that to navigate to where-ever you wanted to go.”

Huh.

I mean, she’s not wrong.

Normally I wouldn’t be able to do much without power.

I’ve been betting on the fact that the electrical area would have back-up generators that just didn’t kick on. Some sort of safety disconnect that didn’t let them power on.

The guard seemed confused it hadn’t turned on after all.

Following the tech, Wrench found himself in a large and open area.

One that he immediately understood.

All the signage scattered about, the color coding, even the various bits of “tools not put away” all called out to him.

This was very much something akin to a Hab’s Ducts, and he felt as if he could do what he needed here.

There was even what looked to be a toolset that’d been squirreled away between two steel beams, as if someone didn’t want to carry it down here by hand.

Lazy but… I’m appreciative of their laziness.

“I don’t know… where to go here,” said the Tech. “Can I turn on the flashlight again? I just want to find a spot to sit down in and stay out of your way till you decide what to do.”

Wrench thought on that.

“That’s fine. The spot ahead of you and slightly to the left would work. It’s a flat wall with nothing on it. Looks like there should be ladders there given the hooks, but it’s all empty,” Wrench allowed.

Fingering the mechanical latch that apparently put the weapon in a safe mode, Wrench then moved it behind himself while on its sling. Letting it hand partially behind himself.

Moving over to the toolset, Wrench pulled it out.

He gave it a quick onceover after opening it.

It was lacking what he’d like, but he could do what he wanted with everything that was here he imagined.

Looking at the large industrial components about him, he saw what was clearly the HVAC system.

It was massive.

There was also a bright orange door to one side with an electrical bolt on it.

Grinning, Wrench was quite happy.

This was what he wanted.

There was a quiet latch of what sounded like a zip-tie that caused Wrench to look to the tech.

She’d put her ankles in a zip-tie cuff set and had tightened it.

She was in the process of putting her hands behind her back now and pulling the zip-tie cuffs shut on herself.

Raising his eyebrows, he watched without a word as she managed it, then slowly slumped to one side, then wriggled around onto her back.

Huh.

Well.

That works.

With a shake of his head, Wrench moved to the electrical door with the toolbox in hand.

He had no idea what the problem was, but his first course of action was to find out if the power coming in was live.

If it was, then it was a question of finding which breaker or fuse blew out.

Settling in for some fun, Wrench glanced back at the tech.

She was still laid out on the ground, staring up at the ceiling in the darkness.

Opening the door, he propped it open, then looked to what he had to deal with.

It was a fairly large system of electrical components. None of which he wanted to touch or get near to if he didn’t have to. There was no telling what was live or not, and he wasn’t familiar with the system.

What he wanted, was just an electrical panel that should control the system.

Thankfully, he spotted it on the wall. It even had a padlock on it.

“Jane, huh?” Wrench asked as he set the toolbox down and pulled out two wrenches from it.

“Hm? Oh, uh… yeah. Jane. How… about you?” she asked, clearly flustered by the question.

“Wrench,” Wrench said.

“Wrench?” she parroted back.

“Wrench. That’s my name,” Wrench said, sticking the two wrenches into the shackle of the padlock. He stuck one in flat against the top of it, and the other at a ninety-degree angle to it pointing upward. Wrench grabbed both wrenches in his hands and pulled them toward each other.

There was a clang as the internals sheared off due to the extreme forces being exerted on it.

Exactly as he expected it to do and as it had done in the past.

“That’s a weird name,” Jane said bluntly.

“I mean, to you it is. From where I’m from, it’s pretty normal,” he confessed and put the two wrenches back in the toolbox.

“It sounds like a pet name.”

“Doesn’t it though?” Wrench asked with a grin as he flicked the padlock’s broken remains away and popped open the panel.

He began flipping the breakers one by one from on to off, then back to on.

“I have a cat named Spooky. He hides a lot.”

Wrench blinked at that and then laughed.

“My girlfriend is named Stripe. Close your eyes,” Wrench admitted as he finished with all the normal breakers.

He singled out only the breakers he wanted on, which had all been conveniently labeled, then he grabbed the large handle that was the industrial main and pulled it.

At the same time, he dialed down his ability to see in the dark. All the way down to a normal level.

With a bang, followed by several pings, the power returned to the area he was in.

And nowhere else in the facility.

“Now… let’s go disable all the safety features on the compressor for that big-ass air conditioner, disable the emergency valves, and the shutoffs,” Wrench said and closed the electrical panel door. “Just set it up to run indefinitely until it creates a mechanical explosion. All it needs after that is a single spark. Which we can manufacture in spades.”

Wrench picked up the toolbox and left the electrical room.

Jane was staring at him wide eyed as he walked by. Blinking in a strange way as he went.

“Shame you tied yourself up, Jane. How are you going to escape?” he asked her critically as he went over to the massive air conditioning unit.

“Uhm,” she said, then blew out a long sigh. Her words took on a plaintive whimper. “Wrench… help me? I probably should’ve waited for you to tell me what to do.”

“Probably,” Wrench agreed and put the toolbox down and started to look over the AC unit. “I’ll think about it. Really, I’m not sure of what to do with you even if I did get you out.”

Wrench got to work.

It took Wrench an entire hour to sabotage the air-conditioner unit.

He had systematically eliminated the safety features by physically bypassing them on the circuit boards. Causing the compressor to run constantly, without a shut-off, and with all of its valves sealed shut.

The massive compressor was filled with refrigerants that, according to the warning labels all over the unit, were flammable and harmful to breathe.

Which was exactly what Wrench wanted.

All that was left, was setting up something to set off the spark.

Taking one of the wires he’d removed from a safety feature, he quickly stripped it on both ends.

Holding it by the center, he walked back over to the electrical panel.

With a grimace, he stuck the wire into one of the few live breakers. Affixing it into the hot side where the power was coming in.

“Best I can do, I guess,” Wrench mumbled. He was fairly certain it would be enough to cause the whole area to go up spectacularly.

“Uhm, what about me?” Jane asked from behind him. Still laid out on the ground where she’d put herself.

Wrench really didn’t even have to think about it.

Before she’d even spoken up he’d already decided on freeing her. Using the wire strippers, he quickly broke away the side of each zip-tie cuff.

Then dropped the tool right there.

It’d been faint, but he had heard someone.

Someone’s boots hitting the steps in rapid fire, one after another, as they came down.

“We have company. You will be silent, you will be still. Do you understand?” Wrench demanded and went over to the light switch. He flicked it and plunged the room into darkness.

Then he snapped the switch off at the base, breaking it so low that it was almost flush with the switch plate.

It’d be fairly hard for someone to get the lights on even if they knew where the switch was.

“Yeah, yeah, not a problem. I’ll just—” Jane paused, got to her hands and knees, and crawled over to the corner of the room. She hadn’t turned on her flash light and had gotten there by keeping herself near the wall.

Good enough.

Wrench overclocked his ability to see in the dark, then went and crouched down in the electrical room doorway. Once situated he brought the rifle around, and thumbed the safety. Lifting up the sight, he stared down it.

Faster than he expected, a squad of people came into view.

They weren’t wearing the same armor that everyone else had been wearing so far, but some type of fatigues. A strange grey and black coloring that looked like it was trying to blend in with concrete and shadows.

Wrench felt it didn’t really work and it honestly looked somewhat stupid to him.

Noting that there were eight of them, all of them armed, he realized he couldn’t afford to not take at least one prisoner. He had to be brutal right up to a single person only.

Because there was no telling how many more were in the stairs above, and he couldn’t afford to give any leeway down here.

He was more or less cornered.

Picking the person who had a rather important looking briefcase looking object as the one to spare, Wrench dialed up his system to its peak.

Sighting the weapon on the furthest two, he took a burst fire shot as they lined up next to one another. He allowed the weapon to climb up fractionally as two shots splattered the first person’s head and the third struck the person behind them dead center of their chest.

Both of them went down in a heap.

The flash of the muzzle had been blindingly bright, forcing his eyes and system to correct for it.

The six others all struggled to bring weapons around while also striking the light switch to turn on the lights.

Surprisingly, two of their number looked the wrong way.

Wrench ignored those two as he worked his weapon around, putting several rounds into each person’s head. Sending them to the ground with a splatter of bone and gray matter that liberally painted the walls around them.

By the time he had gotten down to the two that finally were looking the right way and the one he wanted to keep, he had begun shifting his position.

Standing up, he kept his back to the machinery and moved to the enemies’ right even as they brought weapons to bare on where he had been a second before.

One started to fire as Wrench eased the trigger down again.

Seven more shots sprang out and dropped the last two even as the one he had picked to live drew their pistol around and swung it on Wrench.

Despite being a great deal more Hume than any Hume, he didn’t think he was fast enough to dodge a bullet.

He was more than fast enough to outpace the muscles in the enemy’s hand, however.

Ducking down low, Wrench then stutter stepped to the left, and shot forward and to the right.

He did it with such speed that the pistol fired at where he had been, striking some part of the air-conditioning unit, and then the concrete where he had juked to.

By the time they were aware they’d missed, he smashed the pistol out of their hand, grabbed that wrist, and spun them around. He brought their arm up behind their back and nearly lifted them right off the ground.

“Are there more up the stairs?” Wrench demanded. “Lie to me and you die, answer me and you live. Very simple.”

“No,” hissed the man. His voice sounding drenched in pain and surprise. “Everyone is in their defensive positions.”

“Great. What were you doing here?” he demanded of the man.

“Setting up the fallback gate so the base can empty,” they said.

“What’s a fallback gate?” Wrench demanded.

“A one-way portal to leave the area,” Jane answered for him. “It’s used to retreat from an exposed area. I-I think they found your handiwork, on top of the other attacks, and are attempting to reroute people to other locations.”

“That’s right,” hissed the man as Wrench held his arm easily, despite him flexing against him. “Everyone is evacuating to reinforce elsewhere!”

“Great, set up the portal and you get to live. Don’t and you die here. That simple. Explain the mechanics of me as you set up the machine,” Wrench demanded and then let go of the man.

Moving to a spot on the opposite side of the room, Wrench detached the box on the bottom of the rifle, glanced inside and saw a few rounds in it, then tossed it aside.

He put in a fresh box and dropped the sight on the soldier.

They were rubbing at their arm and looking around in the dark.

“Do you need light?” Wrench asked. “If so, just grab one of the flashlights or the one on your belt. Just don’t touch a weapon.”

The man realized that there was something more to this at Wrench’s words and seemed to think everything over. Then he slowly reached for the flashlight as his belt. He clicked it on and then looked around the ground.

He found the briefcase and opened it.

“It isn’t a machine, it’s single direction magic with a battery,” the man said. “It won’t take me long to set up at all.”

“Great. Just realize that once you set it up, I need you to move away from it. I don’t want you trying to jump through it or do something stupid,” Wrench ordered. “I’d rather not shoot you in the head, but I assure you, I can kill you before you even move. I’m not human.”

“He really can do that,” Jane stated, her voice sounding like a plea. “He’s already killed a lot of guards.”

Pulling something free of the case, the man shook it out, revealing it to be an oddly shaped piece of stiff paper. Inspecting it, he then set it on the ground.

A second item came out of the briefcase that looked a lot like a glowing purple rock.

The man set it down in the middle of the paper and went back into the case once more.

He pulled out a small clear bottle. It held an odd liquid in it that seemed to shimmer.

It even cast a faint light over the area within a foot of the man.

Popping the top off the bottle, the man dumped it over the top of the rock and then tossed the bottle to the side. Turning, he moved away from the paper and looked to the side as well.

Covering his eyes with one hand.

Wrench got the unspoken hint and reinforced his eyes to what was likely to be a sudden flash of light and dialed his ability to see in the dark down significantly.

Keeping the sight trained on the man, Wrench waited.

“It’ll activate shortly,” the man stated, his voice tense.

As Wrench had thought, there was a sudden flash of light as whatever was supposed to happen, happened. It was quite bright.

Bright to the point that it made Wrench’s eyes hurt as they adjusted instantly and shifted to give him a clear sight of the situation.

The man was rushing him with a knife.

Wrench put two rounds into his forehead and the man fell forward, hit the ground, and slid momentarily. Coming to a stop with blood pouring out of the wounds in his head.

“Alright, Jane. It’s time for us to leave here if that really does make a portal.

“Are you ready? Also, where do you think this is going? Somewhere I’ll need to come out firing?” he asked.

“I… I… ah… you… why’d you…?” her voice fell away as the strange light formed into an oval.

“Came at me with a knife. Now. Where are we going? Is it somewhere I need to come out shooting?” he prompted

“Probably. If it’s a fall-back point, it’d be defended,” she stated. “I can go first if you want. Tell them that there’s more coming. My-my armor would make them hesitate.”

Wrench wasn’t sure about that.

Jane wasn’t a companion and realistically couldn’t be trusted.

He had no reason to do so in the least.

There was a chime from Jane that made Wrench hesitate. A strange musical note.

“It’s… my phone. My boyfriend just texted me,” Jane explained, lifting her hands up partially as if to show she didn’t have anything in her hands as she sat in the corner. “His-his name’s Ed. I call him Eddy. His mom calls him Edmund. We’ve known each other for—”

Frowning, Wrench tuned out her babbling. His eyebrows bunching up on his forehead.

Edmund.

Hm.

That’s rather strange.

Then again, the fact that the toolbox was here was strange.

That it was just a breaker, too.

I didn’t even have to really do anything.

This whole damn thing is just a series of coincidences. One after another.

One… once is an accident. Twice is a coincidence. Thrice is a pattern.

This is a pattern.

I have no idea what the pattern is, or how to predict it, but it’s a pattern.

“Go first Jane. Tell them more are coming. Then get somewhere safe. With any luck, you won’t even see me after this.”

“Okay. Yeah. Yes. I’ll-I’ll do that,” Jane said and then got up. She hesitated a moment then went through the portal.

“Alright… well… here we go, I guess,” Wrench muttered. Feeling so deeply out of place.

Yet somehow, he didn’t feel like he was moving along a dead end.

Just a strange state of affairs and location.


Chapter 13

Taking in a breath, Wrench held it, let it out, then pushed his systems into an extreme state.

Right up to the point that he had reached just earlier.

Let’s hope there’s another vending machine over there… because damn did it run me down. I still feel kinda empty.

With that thought, Wrench pushed ahead through the portal, his gun coming up at the same time. He had the sight in front of his face as he went through the magical oval.

As he crossed the threshold, he watched in awe as he was pulled apart.

His fingers and hands dissolved, broke into tiny fragments, and vanished into nothing at all.

Nothing was left behind.

Not even the feeling of his hand, in fact.

It was as if it simply didn’t exist.

When his mind crossed through the portal, he realized that his hand wasn’t anywhere at all.

Nor was his body.

The space between where the entered the portal, and it’s exit, was somewhere else entirely. As if he had entered an intersection rather than a hallway.

As that thought took hold, Wrench came to a stop.

Completely and utter to a stand-still, with a discomforting lack of direction, orientation, and the feeling of where he physically was.

His spatial awareness ceased to exist as a whole as if he himself did not exist.

He couldn’t see his arm pushed out in front of himself or the gun for that matter.

There was no doubting the fact that he existed, or that he was somewhere, but wherever this was, his physical body was and wasn’t there at the same time. Existing in the space between the portal entry and the portal exit.

Unfortunately, now that he’d halted his progress, Wrench didn’t have an idea of which way to go. Or if there even were directions to go.

What had felt like an intersection only a moment ago, now felt like an endless sea.

An ocean of endless waters expanding out in every direction without any real form to it.

I’ve become a Hume in a Hab lost out in the middle of space.

Shit.

Wrench slowly came to the conclusion that there wasn’t even a feeling of being lost, since he had no idea how to move here since he didn’t have a body. That he was quite literally, adrift.

A push against his sense of self moved him.

Or at least, he thought he was moving.

He genuinely had no way to tell.

Rather than let the feeling go though, he struggled to maintain it. To keep himself moving along in the same way he’d been bumped.

Whatever it was that had given him a nudge had provided him with a means to “move”. Or at least, what he perceived as moving.

He continued traveling along as he did.

For a period of time that he had no way of measuring and genuinely couldn’t reflect on.

It was as if time truly had meaning at all.

Then suddenly, Wrench exited the portal.

He came out with his rifle up and found himself at a disadvantage.

His concentration so deeply set into moving forward through the nothing that when he popped out he wasn’t ready for it.

Stumbling, Wrench felt his mind wildly flail at his body. Trying to move in the not-space even though he was now able to physically move.

Flicking the rifle toward the nearest target, Wrench pulled the trigger.

Six rounds slammed into a tree before Wrench could discern that he was standing in the middle of a strange area. One that made no sense to him given what he was expecting.

It was roughly the size of a medium Hab as far as Wrench could tell, but he wasn’t quite sure.

The grass that was rolling along gave the ground an odd shape, as did the trees that were dotted here and there. Bushes and foliage also obscured the area.

At the center of it was a rather large house, surprisingly enough.

Wrench had discovered them recently with his work for Edmund. They seemed odd to him, but he vaguely understood them to be familial Habs.

Beyond that though, there was nothing.

There was a sky, but no clouds.

Light, but no sun.

A fresh feeling, but no breeze.

At the edge of the area, the grass fell away to nothing, vanishing into the infinite down into nothing below. Almost as if he were staring up into the sky, but down below the ground instead.

It’s a floating island?

“Where am I,” he muttered to himself. He hadn’t expected to be wherever this was, to be honest.

“I call it the pause,” came the response from beside him.

Edmund was standing there.

Surprisingly, the helmet wasn’t on his head.

Wrench found a young man in his twenties staring at him.

His hair was a light brown in color, and he had blue eyes.

There was a tiredness to him.

Absolute bone weariness.

The kind that left you wondering if the person was alright and if they needed to immediately go see the Mender.

Before they tried to stick their head in a vent fan.

“The pause?” Wrench asked, staring at the young man.

“That… weird spot, between exhaling and inhaling,” Edmund continued, looking at the tree Wrench had shot. “It’s not an exhale anymore and it isn’t an inhale. It’s the pause between.

“It fits here, because I genuinely can’t tell if it’s the start of the universe here, or the end. I’ve seen both here. It is the last piece of the universe and the first.

“I can’t tell. It’s just that place in between. The pause.

“It’s not Limbo. We’re not dead, after all. This isn’t a hall of judgment or anything like that. It’s just… here… it exists. That’s… that’s it.”

“The moment before you flip the switch?” Wrench suggested. “It’s repaired, it’s ready, but it isn’t on. You don’t know if it’s ready or not, and you won’t, till you activate it.”

“Liminal space. Sorry, best I can manage as an explanation.

“I’m sure there’s a better explanation that I could probably give, but I doubt you’d understand it.

“It’d be like trying to explain to a two-dimensional character that there was really a third dimension that they just couldn’t perceive,” Edmund answered instead. “Anyways… seems like this is it. You’re where you needed to be. I’ve done what I needed to do. It’s time for us to move to our final positions, I guess. Well, if you’re willing, that is. I can only ask this of you, can’t force it.”

A two-dimensional person being told that there’s a third dimension.

Hm.

I somehow suddenly relate to this hypothetical two-dimensional person.

“What is it you’re exactly asking me to do?” Wrench asked.

“I need you to move and save someone. To move so fast that it’ll probably damage you, honestly. At a speed you’ve never gone before,” Edmund whispered with a shake of his head. “It only needs to last for a fraction of a second but… it’ll be everything.

“Overclocking your system to the point that I can’t even… I don’t know what’ll happen to you. I know that you’ll end up back in your Hab afterward though. I know you’ll be back home. Just not what happens after that.”

“Why’s that?” Wrench asked. “You’ve seemed to know everything up to now. Pretty sure you were cheating there a few times with some of those coincidences I ran into.”

“Hm… because I’ve never done the part we’re about to do,” Edmund admitted. “I don’t get to cheat, see ahead, the past, nothing. I can only see now, do now, and never again.

“Pretty sure I won’t be coming back either. One way trip for me.

“Or, if you prefer, a single use tool. I don’t get to be used again.”

Wrench frowned.

He understood perfectly what Edmund was getting at.

To be fair, he felt like he owed this young man a great deal.

The life he had been living was granted to him for this moment. To be the tool for Edmund to use here and now.

“More than that, there’s the distinct possibility some things might change when you get back to your Hab,” Edmund added with a sigh. “Nothing huge but… small things. You might notice someone has a different hair color. Maybe they have a different name. Things that won’t really change the outcome of anything, but just that they have some minor differences.

“It’s part of my power and what I do.

“You can just file it away as ‘fixed with an alternate part’ as to the why. Nothing large will change just… smaller things.”

To Wrench that sounded curious, but it didn’t change his thoughts.

“How much will this fix if I do it?” Wrench asked, curious. He had already made up his mind, but he wanted to know.

Edmund blinked, tilted his head sideway, then snorted.

“Imagine you’re replacing a single wire that leads to a power source that connects to a great many components on a machine that has existed for eons.

“A power source that has generated a multitude of extensions and additions to the machine that have increased its complexity beyond its original design.

“Except, without this wire, this power source is about to go dark. It’s going to go dark and everything it was powering falls off. It goes dark sooner than expected and can’t complete the given functions of the additions it powers,” Edmund said in a strange and almost broken voice. “And imagine that, without that source to provide power to everything else, those machines that go dark cause a great many things to fall out of alignment.

“Safety measures will break, specifications go wildly outside of parameters, teeth of gears are literally shorn off. Everything begins an inexorable descent into absolute chaos and a resulting mechanical explosion that will happen far down the road.

“Except to you, you’d never even know you fixed anything at all really. Your part of the machine wouldn’t show any of this wear and tear for a very long time. To the point that you as a part of the machine would’ve been replaced many times over.”

Edmund said all this in a way that sounded beyond frustrated. He reached up with one hand and grabbed at his own hair as if he might pull it out.

“I just need… I need one wire replaced,” he spat out in a deathly whisper. “One wire. Even if it’s only temporary. Just a few minutes of this power source would change so much. So many of those additions, those extensions, would be able to complete a cycle. They would be able to become their own power source because of that single wire.”

Wrench raised his eyebrows at that.

He now really wanted to fix this machine and become that single wire.

It sounded like a grand idea to be the most needed tool in the box, while also being the most simple one.

A jumper.

Jumping a circuit from point A to point B.

“And that’s me. I’m that wire?” Wrench asked.

“I can do many things. I can change many things. I have searched endlessly across multiple universes and galaxies for tools, abilities, anything that could get this job done,” Edmund said, meeting Wrench’s gaze. “The world is vast and you’re but a single wire on a machine the size of the universe.

“Yet you’re the only wire in all of existence I’ve found that fits the power source and can give me just… just a few minutes.”

“Then it sounds like I need to fix something,” Wrench said with a grin. “How do we do this?”

“Well… I’m going to do a thing… and you’re going to appear somewhere else. Chances are you might be missing a lot of what you have on you, but you might have some of it,” Edmund explained, looking confused even as he said it. “You’ll be staring at the man you’re meant to save. Dark hair, kinda wild looking, he’s got two women next to him. In front of him is a giant static monster.

“It’s going to hit him with a giant… laser beam, I guess. That beam is going to kill the person we’re saving outright. You need to knock him aside. Bring him down. Something.

“Just get him out of the way.”

“That’s it?” Wrench clarified.

“That’s it. It’s just… it’ll happen in the time it takes to blink. It’s going to be fast. Almost too fast,” Edmund stated. “Before you ask, you’re at the peak of your ability right now. It’s as if you’ve eaten your fill of calories and then some.

“You never get hungry here. Or thirsty.

“You don’t age either.

“It’s… it’s just… it’s a pause. Everything is paused.”

“Okay,” Wrench said. He did have a momentary regret that he wouldn’t get to fix anything more here. He had a lot of fun going through endless things and putting them back together while learning about them. “I’ll just max out my speed and go from there. Everything to speed and agility. Dash to this power source and throw him aside. There’s nothing I can do, right?”

“Not really,” Edmund admitted. “The hardest part is making the choice and doing it. There’s risk. That and getting to this point.”

“Speaking of, I set up a bomb. I honestly can barely understand how I ended up where I ended up,” Wrench said, wanting to discuss a thought he’d had. “To the point that it all just felt weird.”

“I kinda poked here and there to make things happen in certain ways,” Edmund confirmed. “Even having you repair things beforehand had put you in a mind to fix things. To fix everything. You wanted to keep fixing.

“Even now, you probably had a thought that you regretted the fact that you won’t get to keep fixing all those weird and unique inventions.”

Pausing in his thoughts, Wrench blankly stared off into the abyss off to the side.

“Oh,” he said finally, seeing it exactly as Edmund had said. “That makes sense. Mm. Well. Sometimes you have to warm up a tool. You can’t just go straight into its use sometimes.”

Edmund snorted and patted Wrench on the back.

“Thank you, Wrench. If I could, I’d drop in on you after this just to see how things are. You and the others,” Edmund muttered then sighed. “Are you ready? You’ll be dropped into it immediately. I’ve already set everything up otherwise. It really is just doing it and that’s it. You either succeed or fail and… it’ll be over in a flash.”

“I’m ready,” Wrench said and nodded his head. “Just give me a three count and go on ‘go’ so I can ramp it all up.”

“Alright, I understand,” Edmund confirmed. “Then… three, two, one, go.”

Wrench floored his body into a place he had never tried.

It went to the furthest extreme that it could. Just a series of nines without end and little else.

Every system in his body was at a point that he wasn’t sure it wouldn’t just blow apart as soon as he twitched.

But this was to fix the greatest machine Wrench had ever fixed.

He was going to quite literally fix the universe it sounded like.

One little wire.

Wrench flashed into being in a strange place.

Ahead of him was a man just as Edmund had described.

Before him was the monster, exactly as it had been stated.

None of this mattered to Wrench.

Truthfully, this small action on his part was nearly nothing to Wrench himself.

A single action to him that would be just another in a long line of events. One that wouldn’t even likely show any appreciable difference to him, just as Edmund had stated.

Wrench flashed forward in the microcosm of time that his brain registered he wasn’t in The Pause.

Blurring between the points of where he began and where the man was in a way that made Wrench feel as if the very molecules of his body had become alight.

That his skin was burning and peeling away from his very bones.

The attack Edmund had mentioned was already incoming though.

Wrench could see it closing in on him out of the corner of his eye. His brain wasn’t able to keep up with this and his body was already acting out what it had been asked to do.

There was no time to change anything at all.

This man was going to be hit just as he had been destined to do and Wrench would fail. He had no options in his mind or what he could do to move faster to get this man out of the way.

Except to maybe go limp.

Rather than push him out of the way, Wrench entertained the idea of just knocking him down.

In that moment, Wrench gave up on controlling himself.

His body went limp, his systems unwound themselves, and Wrench shot through the remaining distance in a flash.

Bowling the man over and sending him crashing to the ground.

An intense heat washed over Wrench’s back, and he felt his back go strangely tight.

Whatever the attack had been, it’d clearly brushed Wrench, or maybe even struck him directly.

Before he could consider what that meant, what’d happened, or even if he’d accomplished his goal, Wrench was elsewhere.

Again.

Except, wherever he was didn’t matter.

All that matters was his body was now very upset with what’d been done to it, rather, it was quite angry with him.

Enraged, even.

Or so Wrench guessed from every system suddenly flashing into his view, turning a deep ugly red, and him starting to pass out. His grasp on reality slipping away despite him desperately trying to cling to it.

He needed to get to Squeak and get squared away.

It wasn’t going to work out the way he wanted though, it seemed. Even as he struggled to remain conscious, he could feel his mind growing weak.

Regardless of his abilities, of his extreme peak of Hume genetics, whatever had struck him was beyond his ability to handle it and its repercussions, when paired with what he had put his body through.

“You did it,” whispered Edmund as the world flickered in and out on Wrench. “You fixed it.”

Wrench heard the words and realized there was nothing more he could do at the moment. That he’d just have to set his regeneration to a high level and hope someone drug him over to Squeak.

Doing so, he let go.


Chapter 14

“And… you should be waking up now. It’s honestly almost amusing how easy it is to tell when it’s about to happen,” Squeak said with a high-pitched giggle. She sounded excited and happy at the same time.

Wrench grunted at that and just focused on breathing. He felt heavy and his body felt a bit odd, but not wrong.

It didn’t feel damaged or broken.

“How bad?” he asked after a short time.

“Pretty bad, actually. You had quite literally burned off all your skin all the way down to the muscles,” Squeak said and patted him on the shoulder. Her hand felt cool as it then rested on his shoulder. “You’re, as ever, back to normal. As if there hadn’t been any issues with you at all. You’ve taken in… a stupendous amount of calories. I don’t even want to try to calculate it.

“Before you ask, you have testing tomorrow morning. This is the morning on your second day off. You were asleep for roughly twelve hours.

“No one thinks there’s anything wrong with you. I told them that you’re just tired. Everyone tends to think you’re always working endlessly so… you suddenly taking a long sleep isn’t outside of normal.

“I just told them that you were doing it here so that you could get extra calories even while sleeping.”

“Good story,” he mumbled and worked at forcing his eyes apart. They felt rather gummy and strange. Slowly, he got them open and found he was indeed in Squeak’s domain. Covered in several blankets with at least four IV drips hooked into his left arm.

“Isn’t it? I plan on using it in the future just to get some alone time with you. Now that it’s happened once, I can make sure it happens again,” Squeak stated and then appeared above him. She was peering down at him with a wide smile. “Now, how about you pull up that special power of yours and help me do some systems checks. Outwardly you seem fine, but it’d be good to go through your internals and see if we can’t confirm it all.”

Wrench sniffed, blinked, and then reached up to push at his nose. There was an odd smell that he couldn’t place.

Squeak tilted her head to the side, still staring down at him.

“Alright,” he said, realizing she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

He called up his systems in front of himself.

Only to realize he needed to pull a number of them back down to a normal level.

Each of his systems read off as a blue state and functioning normally. That everything was, surprisingly so, as it should be.

“Everything’s listed as optimal,” Wrench reported, gingerly moving his thoughts through his systems and giving them a once over. There really wasn’t anything wrong at all that he could tell. “I’m also running at the baseline at the moment. I try not to change anything above what it should be as you asked me to.”

“Hm. Alright. Just give me a moment then please,” Squeak asked and leaned in even closer. There was a click and a pop and then the table he was on shifted.

It moved around till he was seated upright and facing her directly.

Squeak then set something that looked a lot like a silver disk in front of her right eye and somehow it stayed there. Her left eye closed and he found himself staring at the disk.

Using both hands, she gently tilted his face more toward her. Her fingers had gained some warmth since she touched his shoulder, or he had cooled down, he wasn’t sure.

There was an odd feeling in his eye as if she were shining a light into it. He wanted to close his eye, but he also realized that was probably exactly what she didn’t want him to do.

A thumb was gently pressed to his lower eyelid, and he felt her draw it down.

Only to slowly repeat the process with his other eye.

“Look up for me please,” she said in a soft voice. It gave him a strange feeling and his skin prickled.

He looked up as she’d asked. Finding her closeness somewhat overwhelming.

Realistically, he knew he was attracted to her. That wasn’t really even a question.

Right now he was feeling a bit odd having been away for two months without any real intimate contact. Now, being as close as he was to Squeak, it left him with a response he wasn’t expecting to have to deal with.

“Please follow the projection without moving your head,” she asked.

Blinking, he looked to Squeak’s face again.

A small blue dot had appeared in front of the silver disc. She had also moved partially away from him.

He followed it as it moved in each direction without moving his head.

The dot vanished after several passes.

“I looked into myself, by the way. Just as you wanted me to,” Squeak murmured and laid her hands to each side of his head. Her fingers were gently pressing and pushing at his ears and jaws. After several more prods she moved to the side of his head. Her fingers delicately moved his ear around. “I found that I do indeed have a driving instinctive response to you. An overwhelming one, in fact.

“Except, even upon dosing myself to counteract that sort of thing, it didn’t actually change my wants and desires. Because at a base level, I just really want to breed. I always have.

“I feel like motherhood was my original calling and being a Mender springs from that. A desire to care for others and mend them.”

She let go of his ear and moved around to stand in front of him.

The circular object was still in her eye, but she had her other eye open as well.

Her hand came up under his jaw and her fingers pressed into him. Gently pressing and pushing at several places along his throat and under his jawline.

He imagined she was checking for something, only for her hand to go still over what felt like where his veins pulsed in his neck.

As she did so, her other hand laid a small device against his wrist.

He felt it rather than saw it.

It felt cold.

“So, you’re going to have to help me out with my need to breed, I’m afraid,” she said, staring at him but not seeing him. “I know I’m not exactly what your normal preference is, but I think I’m quite appealing in my own way.”

“I think you’re attractive, you know. Beautiful,” Wrench assured her. “I’ll gladly throw you into a bed, Squeak. That’s not an issue at all.”

Squeak smiled briefly at that, then put her hand on his neck.

“Swallow for me,” she asked, to which he did so.

Then she lifted her hands up to touch his face. She gently moved the tip of his nose back and closed her eye again.

“Stripe came by as well, you know,” she murmured, then let his nose go and tapped his chin. “Open wide and say ‘ah’.”

Doing so, Wrench wondered about Stripe and what she might have wanted. If she might have perhaps gone crazy in the end.

“She apologized to me. For threatening me. That she was glad you had talked to me about her and that she didn’t have to hide it,” Squeak continued. Then tapped his chin as if telling him to close it.

She then pulled something out and placed it against his chest. Moving the circular device in her eye, to hear ear.

“Then we had a frank conversation about what was wrong with her, possibilities, and a number of other things. As her Mender, it was quite productive. As a Hab-mate, it was quite… comfortable. She even smiled at me. A real smile.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I told her she needed to accept the fact that you were part of my life. That likely we’d end up in a bed at some point,” Wrench stated.

“She mentioned that. I paused the experiment I was running to inspect myself far more deeply. I wanted to have an answer for you, for when I saw you next,” she said as she moved the device around his chest. “Because at the end of this exam, you’re going to give me a sperm sample.

“The test I’ll perform will only take a full day to complete, as it’s also a genetics test. If I find it to be active, healthy, and what I expect, you’ll be giving me another sperm sample.

“Directly to my vaginal cavity as the receptacle.

“Admittedly it might need to wait till you come back from the next testing session, but so be it.

“I’d like to attempt this in the missionary position and I’ll bring my ankles up as far as I can. That way you can put it into the back of me.

“Then I plan on inverting myself onto my head to make sure it can only flow in one direction.

“It sounds ridiculous and most certainly won’t do anything other than be uncomfortable, but I’m willing to try the ridiculous.

“Also, you must do this with as much volume as you can. While turning that system of yours as high as you can for your reproductive side. I expect you to give me the best quality sperm you can. I want your genetics to overwrite my already amazingly superior genetics and produce a new species of Hume.

“We’ll repeat the procedure until I’m satisfied that I’m pregnant, for as long as it takes. Stripe has agreed and she has stated she expects to help me raise my children as an aunt.

“To be fair, as a Deme, I’m not too different from her. She didn’t mention it, but I suspect that’s your doing.”

Wrench nodded his head.

It was indeed his doing.

He was also up for the idea of bedding Squeak until she was satisfied.

That sounded fun to him.

He also knew Seventh would likely want her own turn if he was doing that with Squeak and for the same reason.

Squeak gently tapped at his chest several times. As if listening to the sounds it’d make.

Feeling quite warm at her rapt attention, he merely watched her. Feeling quite well cared for in a way he hadn’t really considered before.

“How many kids do you want, Squeak? Pretty sure you’ll only end up with one. Maybe two, at a time,” Wrench murmured. “You’re Hume, after all. Deme are still Hume, too.”

Squeak paused at that, an odd look crossing her face.

“If I wasn’t inoculated at the moment to push my drive down, I’d probably have responded with, ‘there won’t be a time I’m not pregnant’,” she said in an odd tone he couldn’t identify. “At the moment, I’d be satisfied with about nine. Mm… maybe ten. Eleven. Make it eleven.”

Shit.

***

“Wrenchie?” called Goodie.

Halting mid turn on the bolt, Wrench paused.

He was fairly certain he’d heard Goodie, but he wasn’t quite sure.

“Mom?” he asked instead.

“Yes dear, could I talk with you real quick?” she asked. She sounded strange to his ear, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

“Sure mom, just give me one moment,” Wrench muttered and then worked to quickly lock the bolt into place.

Once it was seated, he grabbed the baseplate of the food dispenser and gave it a shove.

It didn’t shift at all.

“There we are. All tightened up,” he mumbled to himself.

It’d been a request one of the School had put in after having bumped into it. That it was loose, and she was concerned she’d damaged the dispenser itself.

Without even asking them about what’d happened, or why, Wrench just fixed it.

He didn’t see a reason to bother them since their request had been filled with apologies.

Smiling to himself, he shook his head.

Somehow, the School had adopted the entirety of the Hab.

It wasn’t uncommon to see the School swarm over several Grae and end up carrying them off somewhere. Forcing them to play, chat, and be with them.

Or dressing them in wildly different outfits without any real input from the Grae.

As if they were School.

To which the Grae responded openly with smiles, laughs, and by immediately joining in. If anything, he was sure they willingly walked out into the open now if only hoping to be swarmed by School.56

“Kat said they love talking about dresses,” he said to himself as he put his tools away. Then froze as remembered the promise Oz had made to him. “I need to check the assembler and see if there’s new things there. That’s everything I earned, I should make sure I got it and tell the Hab.

“Because if Stripe suddenly starts wearing dresses I got for her… I better well be sure to make sure she knows I’m the reason it’s there.

“Because I want her to reward me for adding clothes.

“That and… some of those clothes… mmm. I’d love to see her in them.”

Nodding his head at the memory of some of the things humans wore, he definitely wanted to see Stripe in them. He also wanted to see Seventh wear some other things in particular.

Now that I think about it, I’d love to see my Grae wear it all, too.

Even… even the School… and Popsicle… Pistol.

Errr, I need to go see Seventh or Tickaht, see if they’d be up for a tumble.

Letting Squeak personally get that ‘sample’ from me with her hand really didn’t help me at all.

Ugh.

By the time he made it down to his conversation rock, there were more than twenty people all talking with Goodie. Who was somehow responding in such a quiet way that her voice wasn’t carrying at all beyond those she was speaking to.

Wrench couldn’t hear her.

“Ahh, there he is. Alright. I’m sorry sweeties. I need to talk to Wrenchie,” apologized Goodie. “Once I’m done talking with him, I’ll come back and we’ll talk more. Cuddles as well if anyone wants to cuddle. I promise.”

“Promise?” demanded a voice Wrench recognized but couldn’t place.

“Yes dear, I promise. You little snuggle monster. You, Popsicle, and Pistol, are so cuddly,” Goodie said with a laugh.

The group as a whole trooped off, though Tickaht moved to him, rather than away.

Wrench didn’t see any other Grae in the group, or he imagined they would probably have come with her.

She was dressed in a top and dress that really belonged on someone like Stripe, but Tickaht filled it out nearly just as well.

“Hello, my Wrench,” Tickaht said, bouncing right up to him with a smile and a purr in her words.

No sooner had she reached him, than she kissed him, her arms tightening around him and holding to him. Then she broke the kiss and pressed her face into his neck.

“Carry me,” she demanded and then held to him, lifted her legs up, and wrapped them around his waist. “Spoil me. I’m your Grae. You look at me and long for me. You love me.”

Wrench only grinned, put his hands under Tickaht’s rear, and held onto her. Walking toward Goodie once more.

“I do love you, Kat. Very much,” he answered and laid his cheek to her head. “And who’re you kidding. I’ve spoiled you since I met you.”

“True. You have. I should spoil you in return so you spoil me more,” she said and then suddenly went quiet, just holding onto him.

Wrench made it to his stone and stood there, looking up at Goodie.

“Hello Wrenchie. It seems our dear Tickaht wasn’t going to let you go,” Goodie murmured with a chuckle. Her voice felt odd to him. As if it was around him, rather than reaching his ears. “Considering she was just telling me she hadn’t seen you in too long, I suppose this isn’t a surprise.”

Well… hm.

I suppose she’s gotten used to how much attention I was giving her.

Her, Seventh, and Stripe.

“She’s my precious Grae. I love her,” Wrench stated with a small nod of his head. “It’s harder on her since I’m gone all day and don’t come home till late. She’s an early bird. The most she sees me is when I kiss her before I crawl into bed.”

Dialing up his strength just a smidge, he allowed himself to hold her with one hand and arm. The other coming up to begin to lightly glide through her hair.

Tickaht nodded her head and then growled.

“Nunnkish and Zntik are also pushing more,” she grumbled. “Zntik’s boobs are huge and Nunnkish is just prettier and more Hume-inine.”

“Good thing you’re the Grae I personally ran down, hm?” Wrench asked and poked her in the back of the head. “Came after you and kept coming back.”

The prod at the back of her head wasn’t that firm, but he wanted her to know he was making a point.

“I-yes. You did long and look at me. You chased me. Me. They chase you, but you chased me,” she muttered, only snuggling in tighter to him.

It was very unlike her, and he wasn’t quite sure what to think of it.

Other than to ask Squeak to take a look at her.

“You two are so sweet together. I’m still rather sad you two can’t have children together.

“Though… that’s part of why I wanted to talk to you dear, because I saw the upcoming testing that they want to propose. During this upcoming Hume week, that is,” Goodie said and then sighed. “It’s insulting when I consider what they what. Insulting and genuinely a bit gross.

“But… but I think it’d help a lot. It seems like most of them can get a general idea of what you’re saying and what you’re responding with now. Communication has begun.

“To that end, they want to move into testing more of what you are as a Hume. What you see, hear, and taste. All the senses that you have that we don’t.

“Everything that… that Hume or Grae do, that we don’t.

“Like… that… that is… ugh… they really want to see Hume copulation.”

Copulation.

They want to see me have sex?

“Hume copulation,” Goodie repeated as if wanting to make sure she said it. “If possible, they also really want to see a Hume become pregnant and then monitor it from the moment of inception to finality.

“They’ve carefully, and I do stress that word, carefully selected four other pairs of Hume to be part of this testing. They all agreed to be part of the testing, for rewards, but they agreed.

“Which is good but… but the scientists are quite insistent that they want you to be part of it. For you to be part of it with someone you’re willing to mate with. Additionally they want to watch you copulate with a Grae to see if there’s anything different there.”

Tickaht had lifted her head up at that last part and was now staring at him.

A stare that told him exactly what he would be saying to Goodie.

Because that stare was a simple request for him to accept and that he would apparently be having sex with Tickaht while Tongsta watched.

“That’s fine,” Wrench said finally. “It’s definitely weird that they want to watch, but I suppose I’ve been watched before without knowing it.

“That and Squeak wants me to impregnate her. Tickaht wants attention and that’ll give her some of that. Everything else will work out. It’s just weird but-it’s just weird.”

“Oh good. They asked for a few partners for you, so I’ll make sure to grab one or two more from your Hab. Do you want to pick them out? I wouldn’t pick anyone that didn’t volunteer for it obviously, but I’m not sure if you genuinely mind who,” Goodie offered.

Sighing, Wrench wasn’t really surprised at this. Given the Tongsta curiosity so far, it made sense that they’d want him to repeat it a few times so they could look for variation.

He only shook his head to Goodie’s question.

Stripe wouldn’t be happy, but realistically, this was part of the deal they’d made with the Tongsta.

“It’s fine so long as you run whoever it is by Stripe,” Wrench relented.

“I’ll make sure to do that. I already know who to ask,” Goodie said excitedly and then laughed. “I’m sorry Wrench, but I admit I’m really eager to-to see you have children. There’s more than a few that I really wish you’d have children with as well. Like Popsicle and Pistol. Children with them would be just-just-well, I just think you’re so special Wrench that there needs to be more of you.

“An amazing Hume like you should populate multiple Habs with your children. It’d drastically change the Hume gene pool with each and every child you put into it.

“You’d fix it with every single one of them.”

When put like that, he had a much harder time going against that idea.

Doubly so when he couldn’t really argue counter to the point to begin with.

According to Squeak’s preliminary testing on the current sample he gave her, and previous samples, his DNA had broken beyond what she would have considered perfect.

He was rapidly moving into a new type of Hume entirely.


Chapter 15

Wrench stepped off the carrier and found himself in front of an incredibly luxurious looking Hab.

From what he could see through the windows, it seemed someone had taken great lengths to ensure that the interior would be lavish and comfortable.

It was very reminiscent of the breeding Hab he had been put in before by Greedy, with all the different types of Hume women.

Which in retrospect hadn’t really been that awful, when he was held prisoner there.

He had been mostly concerned over the fact that Greedy would take him away and hide him somewhere Goodie would never find him. Which, given how Goodie had been looking for him, seemed like a very silly fear anymore.

Turning, Wrench looked to the Tongsta who had transported him here to find they were already leaving. For one reason or another, the ones who were in charge of moving him to and from the testing areas almost exclusively refused to say anything.

Either to him, Goodie, or the scientists.

It was odd, but not entirely uncommon if he thought of his old life.

Tongsta weren’t normally chatty around Hume. It took certain Tongsta to talk to Hume in their Habs.

Then again, is that why they were shocked that they heard me in that recording?

They must view the world and everything else in a way that I can’t even understand. It’d be interesting to see and hear things as they do.

At least once.

“Hey Wrench, how’re you doing?” asked Talker.

Looking up, Wrench saw the Tongsta coming into the room from a door put into the ceiling itself. Which really wasn’t that odd for a Tongsta.

“I’m alright. Apparently the Eggs are a bunch of voyeurs and wanna watch me have a go,” Wrench muttered with a shake of his head. “Didn’t realize they were into that.”

“Yeah… I’m not sticking around for that. Just weird,” Talker said, sounding very unsure about the situation. “I admit I have a curiosity about it, but the idea of watching you? Nah. Nah, nah.”

“I get that. I wouldn’t want to watch you either. Alright. Did that Grand Admini show up?” Wrench inquired.

“Yeahhhh… they’re coming in shortly. Bright One is going to translate for him,” Talker said. “I’m going to go see if I can’t scrounge up more shit for you to fix while you fix Squeak’s insides. I saw she was on the testing for you.”

“Alright. Thanks Talker. Anything I need to know?” he asked.

“Lady Goodie has found more Nav-cerers,” Talker said in a flat tone. “Then jumped an entire Clan into the dead center of Grand Clan space. Right into several destroyers.”

“They wouldn’t hand over Grae or Hume?” Wrench asked, likely already guessing what’d happened.

“Both. Breeding facility for both,” Talker confirmed. “Lady Goodie is now the Grand Lady Goodie and-well… yeah. Let’s just say it’s good to be on this side of the line with your mom.”

“Mom’s rabid when it comes to her babies. She makes things shake when she’s angry,” Wrench offered with a slow nod of his head.

It sounded like Goodie was going above and beyond being the main character. She sounded like she was curbing the entirety of her society to bend to her wills and demands.

“Like I said. Glad to be on this side of the line. Getting a bunch more job things to do though,” Talker said, then sighed. “Might end up getting replaced here. Lady Goodie said she needs me elsewhere.”

“Promotion time. Nice. Tell mom I recommend you personally,” Wrench laughingly said. “Though I’m going to put the idea of having you work with Pretty Blue at the same time. Need to return that favor.”

“Ugh, please don’t. Someone already put the idea in Pretty Blue’s boxed head, and she’s been bothering Little Green about it. I’m like Hume-minutes away from getting my insides hardened by one or both of them,” begged Talker. “Anyways. Gotta go. I’ll check in later.”

“See ya.”

“See ya.”

Talker waved a spindly tentacle at Wrench and then floated off toward a different door.

At the same time, a group of five Tongsta entered the room.

Wrench was fairly sure Bright One was in the lead of the group.

There was a Tongsta he hadn’t met yet that was almost as large as Captain Boyfriend following along behind him.

“Hey Bright One. You bring the Grand Admini with you?” Wrench asked. “Good morning by the way.”

“Good morning, Wrench. Yes, I brought the Grand Admini,” said Bright One. His understanding of Hume speech had clearly jumped ahead again. “I did what you suggested, and I just spent a lot of time in Grand Lady Goodie’s shelter. I just-just involved myself with all the Hume there. Helped them with anything they needed, and talked to anyone who would talk to me. It cleared up my understanding very quickly.”

“Glad to hear it. Mom’s amazing. Not to mention, she probably liked you doing that. Mom loves it when people are interested in us. Less so when they’re not,” Wrench admitted.

“Yes. You’re quite right. Ahhh, Grand Admini, this is Wrench. The Grand Lady’s personal Hume. It was Wrench’s voice we heard in the recording,” Bright One said as the Tongsta came to a floating stop in front of the Hab. “Wrench, I’m going to take the Grand Admini to the next test. It’s to do with your senses and how we can interpret them. The rest of the Eggs and several Tongsta V-Menders will remain here for this test.”

“Alright,” Wrench nodded his head.

The Grand Admini had said nothing, but Wrench got the impression they were nervous around him.

A carrier was pushed up against the side of the large platform Wrench was on and the door to it opened up.

Squeak and Tickaht came out rather quickly.

As did Zntik, Nunnkish, Pistol, and Popsicle.

Then two more carriers arrived and docked themselves onto the platform.

Duchess, Dusky, Fluff, Ink, Jitter, Sparkle, Starlight, and even Seventh all came out from them.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench realized that he’d made a terrible mistake.

A big one.

There was no way Stripe would’ve subjected herself to him sleeping with all these women after having just told him that she had gotten rid of them the other day. Not without a major change in her mentality.

The only thing he had pushed at her, other than the fact he accepted her exactly as she was, was that she wouldn’t be able to have her own children. In his head, the only conclusion he could make was that Stripe had done a one-eighty.

She wanted to be drowned in children even if she had to get others pregnant to do so.

“Hello, Wrench,” Squeak said, walking up to him with a wide smile. “Stripe said this is fine and she looks forward to having children and to give her as many as you can. That motherhood sounds grand to her.

“I did a cursory scan of her and there isn’t anything wrong with her. She just… suddenly has a very similar motivation to mine. She just has to do it through others.

“Now… I’ve already gone ahead and loaded everyone up with pre-natal loads and forced ovulation medications. Everyone is primed and ready for this. Especially me.”

Looking at all the rather beautiful Hume that were chattering with one another now excitedly and looking at the Hab, Wrench had a number of sudden regrets.

“Isn’t this exciting?” Seventh asked with a laugh as she walked up to him. “I’m so glad to be making Eighth with you. I admit I’m kind of hoping it’s a girl though.”

Wrench only nodded his head.

Barely.

Not waiting for anything further to be said, Squeak stuck her arm through his and led him to the Hab. He didn’t miss the fact that everyone else followed him in as well.

Whatever.

It’ll help fix the Hume gene pool in the long run.

Just like Goodie said.

In a singular minute, Squeak had drug him into a bedroom and closed the door. The small Deme had quickly started pulling her clothes off before the sound of the door had completely faded.

Faster than he could process it, she was naked.

Beautifully naked.

She had a lot of generous curves to her short and small stature, as well as a waist that was quite pulled in yet sporting wide hips.

While her breasts weren’t large like Stripe or Zntik, she filled her frame out incredibly well. If she scaled up in size to be similar to Zntik, she would have easily made her look inferior.

Squeak was just a very small woman in the end.

Standing there, she looked at him, blinked, and then looked confused.

“Uhm? Did… did I do something wrong? Aren’t we supposed-supposed to give me children now?” she asked, the look on her face going to a flustered and scared place with each word.

“I mean, yeah, I’m definitely in for that. I was just admiring the view. I was thinking to myself that if you were as tall as Zntik, and your proportions scaled to match, you’d outclass her with your womanly figure,” Wrench said with a smile.

“Oh! Yes. I’m-yes. Thank you. I’m so pleased you’ve noticed,” Squeak said, held her arms out at her side and looked down at herself. “I’ve been slowly altering myself to match what I want to be personally. I’m not quite happy yet, but I know I can get there. I just have to be very delicate and careful about it.

“I mean, who better to modify herself than a Mender, right? With all the toys Goodie has given me, it’s as easy as could be, too.”

Squeak then grabbed her breasts and squeezed them gently with her fingers.

“I need to get these bigger, but I’m doing it as slowly as I can manage while getting them as big as I can. I don’t want to ruin my milk production,” she murmured. “It’s fine. I’ll get there. I’ll be what I want. I can’t fix my height though. That’s just… too much. There’s a lot that’d have to change for that, and I’m not willing to do that.

“Enhancing my body in all the other ways I want? Those are all quite doable without having to quite literally break and lengthen my bones. Just altering fat deposits and a bit of muscle.”

Squeak then looked back to him and hit him with a wide smile. Her long tail coming up behind her and raising up rather high. Her large ears also turned toward him, giving him a strange view of a beautiful Hume that was a Deme.

“You like what I’ve done?” she asked, smiling at him.

He’d momentarily been afraid that she was modifying herself for his benefit, or what she thought was how he wanted her to be.

The fact that she was doing it for her own personal motivations of what she wanted to look like had immediately quelled that fear.

“I do. You were already beautiful, Squeak. Now you’re more so,” Wrench said carefully, though giving her an honest smile. He did think she was more sexy now than previously, he just didn’t want to push too hard in that direction for fear of encouraging something more drastic.

Squeak and Stripe weren’t quite right given their Deme backgrounds.

Not waiting any longer, he undid his belt buckle and quickly moved to step out of his pants and underwear. Leaving his shoes and socks in the pile at the same time. He hadn’t worn work boots today for this very reason.

Pulling off his shirt, he tossed it onto the pile.

Squeak had gotten into the bed and settled herself down in the dead center of it. She looked quite small in it given her stature.

Her hands came up and she held them out to Wrench. Her fingers extended outward to him, then curled back into her palm.

“Come here, Wrench. Come to your Mender. Let her Mend your heart while you Fix her womb,” she purred at him. “Because let’s be honest, I was interested in you before I met you. I was deeply invested once I saw you. Now it’s hard not to think about you constantly.

“It won’t be long before I’m sure I’ll be forced to dose myself just so I can concentrate rather than think lovingly of you. Because unfortunately, I’m a Deme that can only have one partner, and that’s you.”

There was an odd part of him that did genuinely feel gratified for her words.

Getting into the bed, he felt odd as he moved over the top of her.

He was large for a Fixer, and just a bit better than average compared to a Brawler now.

Squeak was tiny.

Wrench Dwarfed her.

“Yes,” she whispered, her hands coming up to move under his arms as he put his hands down on each side of her. “Yes. Yes. Yes. I’m so excited. Make sure you do what I asked. Dial it all the way up to the point that your genetics will just overwrite mine. It’ll give our child the best opportunity.”

Before coming, he had already done that. Dialing his reproductive ability into untold heights. There was literally no higher.

The last thing he wanted was to disappoint Squeak at this point.

“I know, Squeak, I know,” he murmured, smiling down at the Deme.

She was staring up at him with wide eyes now, her breathing had shifted rapidly and was now primarily soft little pants. She was making an odd noise as well. He almost couldn’t hear it.

Just at the edge of his hearing, in fact.

“Wrench, I’m sorry. I’ve forced you into my own wishes,” she whined, her knees coming up and her ankles pressing tight to the back of his thighs as he shifted around above her. “I’m all yours. Yours. Your care and concern of me has made it so hard to not try and force you into a bed with me.

“But you’re here now. Here with me. I’m yours. Now… please? Please give me yourself?”

Unable to help himself, Wrench leaned down and kissed Squeak. There was an earnestness in her desperation that warmed him.

To be sure, his relations up to this point had been odd.

All of them.

Even Stripe and their strange slow courtship.

The way Squeak just threw herself at him over and over left a mark on him and warmed him.

Squeaking, Squeak kissed him. Her hands pressed to his back and her ankles pulling at his thighs.

It was obvious what she wanted.

Leaning himself down, Wrench positioned himself atop her. He felt his tip get in the general area and he pushed forward to get an idea of where he was.

He had only been a little off and was able to correct when his tip pressed to her inner thigh. A moment later and he was pushing into her.

His manhood spreading her hot and wet walls wide apart. Feeling the incredible tightness of her.

Squeak shuddered and just about froze up. Her body becoming rigid under him as he moved forward until his hilt was crushed to her entry.

As he hit the end of his length, she’d managed to unclench her body and tilt her hips, her legs spreading wider. He quite literally felt as if he couldn’t get any deeper with how she’d moved.

Breaking the kiss, Wrench shifted his weight to his left arm, lifted his right hand, and cupped Squeak’s face the moment he opened his eyes. She looked strangely panicked to him.

“You alright?” he asked even as she quivered beneath him.

“Yes,” she whispered, her fingers turning inward and just about clawing at him. As if she could will him to start thrusting into her. “It just hurt more than I expected for the first time. I’m alright. I want more. Now.”

Wrench only nodded his head. His left hand was above her shoulder and just about pinned her in place. Not wanting to let go, he kept his hand on her face as he drew his hips back.

Then pushed forward again, Squeak’s incredibly tight insides were slick but firm.

Breathing out loudly as he re-entered her, Squeak just stared up at him, her body rolling with the motion of his thrust. Then easing herself back away as he drew out of her again.

Squeak’s face was bright red as he gazed down at her. Her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. Watching him intently.

Wrench pushed in and out of Squeak, his member spearing deep into the Deme and eliciting short squeaks out of her whenever he hit the hilt.

“This is a good speed,” she whimpered when he had only barely started to speed up. He wasn’t anywhere near the speed he would normally go to.

Given her size and nature, he realized that Squeak was a delicate thing, and he’d need to treat her that way.

Smiling at her, he nodded his head, his hand still cupping her jaw.

Leaning in closer to her, he changed his angle and kissed her.

Then kissed her again.

He continued to kiss her over and over as he pushed himself deep into her, doing his best to angle himself in a way that had often made Seventh just about immediately pop, and pull right back out.

Squeak shifted once under him, and he suddenly found himself almost at the opposite angle of what he’d moved into. He was so low on her that he felt like he was spearing upwards and into her.

Except she apparently knew her body perfectly, as the moan that came out of Squeak was so deep it didn’t even sound human.

“Nnnnfff, Wrench, yes,” she whimpered, then kissed him as he thrust into her.

Keeping to the pace and speed she wanted, Wrench mounted her, holding her against the bed.

His member pushing into her somewhat roughly and forcing her apart despite being gentle with her. She was just that small and tight.

In a short time, he found that he was actually now at the point that he could finish. He wasn’t sure where she was in her own headspace at the moment, though.

With how small she felt around his girth, he realized that it didn’t matter.

It was more or less finishing now or stopping, because he was ready and there was no inbetween.

“Your heart rate is up,” whined Squeak in a sultry voice, staring up at him. “Is it time? Breed me? My Wrench? Breed your Mender? Fix me?”

That apparently had been the right thing to say to him.

Staring down into her face he hit his climax, and he felt his seed spurt out into her. Violent throbs made his manhood just about ache with the amount he was packing into her.

Each and every thrust accompanying the pumps of seed into her womb.

“Yes, I’m being bred,” whimpered Squeak as her body shivered and shuddered from head to toe. Both her arms and legs clutched at him. “I’m being bred. I’ll be a mother. I’m being fixed. Breed me. Breed me a lot. I’m being bred right now!”

Wrench felt like this was the strangest dirty talk he’d ever experienced, but it was also really working for him.

“I’ll breed you till you’re fixed,” he promised, pushing deep into her as another spray of thick material was forcibly injected into her.

“Breed me endlessly,” she whimpered, her thighs clamped to his hips and her ankles pulling at his thighs. “Breed your Mender, my Fixer.”


Chapter 16

Nunnkish was panting loudly, gasping for breath, bouncing away on Wrench’s lap. Both sets of her breasts jiggling in wonderful ways as she impaled herself over and over on his manhood.

Honks and moans escaped her in equal measures as she worked herself up and down.

“That’s right, Nun, show me how much you want it,” demanded Wrench, his hands moving up from her hips and fondling her chest as she worked herself.

“Aaah!?” moaned Nunnkish as she flung herself down several more times and then let out a loud and low honk. Her whole body curling forward. To the point that her shoulders were hunched and her chin rested against her chest.

Quiet little honks kept escaping as she quivered and shuddered atop him. Her hands holding to him now as she ground her hips against his own.

Nunnkish was thankfully the last in this “testing”.

Tickaht had gone before her, and Zntik had only been here to watch both Tickaht and Nunnkish have sex with him. Apparently she was very curious and wanted to know more, but wasn’t here to be part of the testing.

She had been there to watch when he had taken Nunnkish the first time, but had left afterward. Leaving him alone with the Grae who suddenly wanted to experiment just a bit.

Leading to her getting on top of him.

Wheezing, Nunnkish pushed down against him another time, then her whole body went slack against his.

Collapsing onto him and then cuddling him quite forcefully.

“Are all Grae cuddlers?” Wrench asked in a teasing way, his arms gently looping around her. “You and Tickaht both get so cuddly now.”

“N-no? No,” Nunnkish gasped out. “That’s just-you. I think.”

Groaning, Nunnkish rubbed her face back and forth against Wrench’s chest.

“Zntik should’ve-gotten in line,” panted Nunnkish. “She missed-out.”

“Hm, maybe next time,” Wrench murmured. “Alright. I need to go talk to the Tongsta Menders. You alright, Nun?”

“Yes. I’m okay. Could use some attention,” she said honestly.

Grinning, Wrench could only kiss the top of her head and give her a hug.

“Soon as I’m done talking to them, if I can, I’ll come back and cuddle more,” he promised.

“Okay,” she replied, then slowly rolled to the side and went limp in the bed.

Wrench kissed her briefly on the lips and got up.

He dressed quickly, exited the bedroom, then the Hab.

If he stuck around inside, he didn’t doubt for a moment that something else would probably happen. He needed to be on his way and quickly at the moment.

Once he got to the platform, he looked to the veil that the Tongsta Menders and the Eggs were hiding behind.

He had spotted them earlier and knew exactly where they were.

“Well? Are we ready to talk about it and what else you need?” he asked, putting his hands on his hips. “Because I’m spent. You’re lucky I’m at the peak of my genetics and stamina, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to perform that many times.”

“Uhm, yes?” said a voice, followed by a Tongsta moving out from behind the veil.

Wrench was fairly sure it was Bright One.

“That is, yes, we have everything we need. Sorry about that, Wrench,” Bright One said, sounding sincerely apologetic. “It was definitely an invasion of your privacy, and I’m sorry for that, but I assure you we learned a great deal. Many of our assumptions on what we could sense have been changed greatly today. It just took some very specific tools and diagnostics that we never thought to use before.”

“Great. Do I need to go to the sensory testing after this? If so, let’s get to it,” Wrench demanded. “I’d like to eat a lot of food and then sleep. Sooner we get that done the better.”

“Sure, not a problem, Wrench. We can do that,” agreed Bright One. “I put in a rest day for you tomorrow here in the testing facility for you to just fix things. I went and bought a bunch of second hand Hab machines and systems. Even a nearly ruined Hab that’ll fit on the platform for you to dig around through.”

“Bright One, you’re speaking my language!” Wrench said cheerfully. “You sure you didn’t miss your calling as one of Mom’s helpers?”

“I-I put in a resume for one of her lab managers. The ethical study of Hume and Grae will be paramount to understanding more,” blurted out Bright One. “We can still study, test, and work with Hume and Grae, we just have to do it in ways that benefit them and with their permission.

“Grand Lady Goodie’s vision for the future is-is-is… magnificent.”

“Yeah, mom’s kinda like that. She’s the main character, you know. We’re all just secondary plot lines to her,” Wrench said with a grin. “Alright. Off we go. More testing. Can I poke at the machines you use for the testing, too?”

“Of course, not a problem,” promised Bright One.

***

“Blue,” Wrench mumbled, slouched in the chair, and barely paying any attention to the screen. “Green. Yellow. Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue. Blue? Blue. Still Blue.”

“Ah, Wrench, they really are all blue to you?” asked Bright One.

“Yeah. I take it they’re different?” Wrench asked.

“We don’t see color. At least not as you do. But I was curious to see what different things we see would look like to you. Honestly, the Tongsta that are named with a color by Hume has been a curiosity for us,” explained Bright One. “We’re aware of color and the like, it’s why we know Grae see more than you. It’s still interesting, though.”

“Really? That’s actually fascinating,” replied Wrench, considering it form a Mender’s point of view. To a Mender, every person was a different machine to figure out. “Do you think maybe—”

There was a loud clack that shot through the room like a gun going off.

Bright One made an odd noise and went still.

After several seconds, Wrench wondered what was going on, but didn’t want to say anything.

He had noticed that Bright One was so still, that even his Tongsta goop that he was made out of wasn’t even moving.

“Ah, we need to stop our testing. Grand Lady Goodie has requested you go to her private ship,” Bright One said, moving away from the odd Tongsta devices he was set up in the middle of. “Immediately.”

“Is everything okay?” Wrench asked, getting out of the chair and moving toward Bright One.

“The Grand Lady didn’t tell me what it was about, but she did advise me to tell you all was well, she just needs to talk to you. Immediately,” Bright One asserted.

He got the impression that Goodie hadn’t left any room at all for someone to argue with her.

In no time at all Wrench had been put into a carrier and whisked away.

As he was taken away, he saw that every single one of his partners he had just spent time with were all working with a Tongsta. All of them looking to be laying in a bed and quite comfortable.

It was odd to him that they were all laying in beds, but it seemed as if all was well.

Then Wrench was gone.

Quickly taken out of the area, onto a transport, and to Goodie’s ship.

Who met them at the airlock.

She dismissed the Tongsta who had brought him over, who Bright One had given Wrench to, then took Wrench deep into her own ship.

Straight into what he considered her office without even a word.

When she finally set the carrier down she opened it, collapsed into her chair, and laid there.

Unmoving, unspeaking.

“Is… everything okay, mom?” Wrench asked, moving to the airlock.

“I don’t know, dear,” Goodie whispered. “I don’t know. I don’t even know who to talk to about what I’ve just found out other than you. I can’t even tell if it’d be good to tell you, in fact, but since everything started with you… I can’t imagine not talking to you.

“You tease me about being the main character, Wrench my dear, but I feel like that without you, I wouldn’t be much of anything. What I’ve discovered leaves me feeling as if maybe I really am the main character, and you were my instigating event.”

“What happened? What’d you find out?” Wrench asked, braced himself against the wall of the carrier, and then flung himself at Goodie.

She gently plucked him out of the air and set him down upon herself. The thin tentacle wrapping around him and holding him gently to herself.

“A planet. A planet with nothing but Hume on it. Billions of Hume,” she murmured in a dazed kind of way. “Billions of Hume. All of them without any Tongsta.

“In truth, it might be in spite of Tongsta.

“Those Hume have been very careful with the transmissions coming out of their planet. As well as the type of tech they use.

“I noticed the planet a few Hume days ago. I didn’t think much of it and thought maybe it was just a trash heap. That a clan of Tongsta just offloaded generations of Hume cast-off items onto it.

“Old Habs and the like given the readings I found. A planet that all Tongsta would avoid, really.”

“I don’t understand, mom.”

“Sorry. I… okay. I started sweeping through everything. Using myself and all the Nav-cerers who work with me, we were looking for more of our kind. It’s a trick of using our tech in a new way that wouldn’t interest you, but we find Nav-cerers with it,” Goodie began. “We found a lot of Hume type tech on a planet in one of those sweeps. Thinking it a dump, we ignored it. It isn’t the first time something like that’s happened.

“Especially the fact that we were scanning things that no one ever bothers to do.

“The planet for all intents and purposes didn’t have anything of value that we could detect. It was just barren.

“But… I wanted to know more. To see if there’s anything down there that I could take up and repurpose. For my children. I always need more things for my children.”

Wrench could only grin at that.

He could easily see Goodie raiding a dumpster planet just to get anything and everything she might be able to re-purpose.

“So I put a small ship out. Very small. Just enough for a Nav-cerer and another,” Goodie continued. “They passed close enough to begin actively scanning it up close and… and… it’s Hume. Billions of Hume.

“Living on the planet, much in the way that the ruins looked like in the Games. Now I want to run down whoever found those ruins, and where they got them, to find out if that really was the only place.

“But that’s besides the point.

“There’s Hume. So many Hume.”

“Okay, and?” Wrench asked, patting Goodie’s tentacle.

“Errm, I… they’re Hume,” she said.

“Mm, I’m not so sure about that,” Wrench argued.

He knew that there were others out there, Edmund had mentioned it casually, but he’d called them Human at the time. Wrench had thought it’d been a mistake, now he knew it wasn’t a mistake at all.

There really was a race out there similar to his own that were called Human, not Hume, and Wrench had met them. Or at least, a version of them.

“They’re not Hume,” he stated with certainty. “I’m willing to wager, mom, that they’re similar to us, but also different. Different enough that they’re not really Hume, at least.

“For better or worse, the Hume have been changed by the Tongsta.

“Maybe we were what they are once upon a time, but we’re not anymore. Not now.”

“That’s… I… oh. I can see what you mean,” she murmured. “With all that said though, I still don’t know what to do. What we do about this strange Hume planet.”

“Do you think others will find it?” Wrench asked.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if others did,” admitted Goodie. “Now that other clans know that I can scoop up Nav-cerers without too much of an issue, they’ve been sending their own ships to anywhere I send my Tongsta to.

“To investigate, see what we were doing, and if there’s anything left over to pick up after. It’s odd, but I understand the behavior.”

“Right. Then, very soon, a clan is going to find out about this Hume planet and… and then who knows what’ll happen,” Wrench summarized. “I assume you already talked to Dad?”

“Yes. I briefly filled him in. His response was very direct. He wants to mine the entire solar system with anti-Tongsta weaponry. Prevent anyone from even getting close to the planet,” Goodie murmured, then chuckled. “He thinks that the first clan to arrive is going to take the entirety of the planet and turn it into a weapon.”

“He could be right. That could happen. I’m afraid I don’t really have an answer though, mom,” Wrench confessed. He didn’t want to admit it, didn’t want to say it, but he just didn’t have another response to give her. “If we don’t get involved, someone else will. If we do get involved, we’re now responsible for how it all plays out. That’s a heavy responsibility.

“All for a people, a race, that likely wants nothing to do with Tongsta. One that quite likely has been living on their planet and attempting to hide from the Tongsta.

“I mean, were there any indicators that they were there? Any at all? Did it seem like they were staying out of things that might alert Tongsta to their being there?”

“Yes. That’s-yes. They didn’t have any type of anything that might have clued us in to them being there,” Goodie confirmed. “From what we saw, they have the capability of space flight, but choose not to. They could easily put satellites into their orbit, yet haven’t done so.

“For all intents and purposes, they genuinely seem as if they are staying confined to their planet and keeping everything planet bound.”

Wrench nodded his head.

It made sense to him.

“If there had been more than one planet with Hume on it, back in time, and the Tongsta found one, there could have been some type of message sent,” Wrench mused. “A message that alerted other planets.

“Their response would be to hide. Go to ground and pretend like they were never there at all. Write off the other planet as a loss and just do what they could to survive on their own.

“As you said mom, you had to do things in a very abnormal way just to find a planet that looked like it was nothing more than a landfill.”

Goodie let out a low and soft rumbling noise that reminded him of a sigh.

“I think you’re right,” she whispered. “You’re right. They’re hiding and living in their natural habitat. Their own world and lives. It isn’t anyone’s place to take them out of that.

“That-that means that we need to be there first, doesn’t it. We need to be there, cordon off the solar system, and prevent anyone else from moving into this area.

“I just hope, wish really, that they didn’t notice the small ship I sent. I’m not sure of their technological level, but there is the distinct possibility they saw the ship.

“Or maybe I hope they did see it. Did see it and decided to keep to themselves. To remain ever quiet and out of harm’s way.”

Wrench scratched at his head and then gave it a shake.

“I take it you’re going to move your personal fleet over there then, Grand Lady Goodie?” Wrench asked teasingly, patting at her tentacle again.

“Oh my goodness don’t you dare call me that. It’s mom, mommy, mother, or Goodie to you, my sweet Wrenchie,” Goodie demanded, her voice followed up by a laugh. “All that nonsense is for the fools who wanted to tell me what to do with my precious babies. My Hume and Grae.

“I only did what I had to, to protect you all. They never would’ve listened to me if I didn’t put them all in boxes and shut them in.

“Best that they now understand the situation and not test me again.”

“Mom’s the best main character,” Wrench said with absolute conviction. “I’ll make sure it passes down in my personal generations. The legend of mom.

“Then they’ll just go ask you, since it sounds like you’ll long outlive me.”

Goodie laughed at that and pulled Wrench a little closer to herself.

“My sweet Wrenchie,” she cooed. “Well, it sounds like I need to go order my ships to take up a defensive position. As well as to put in a request to the Grand Clan to let me colonize this bit of space.

“It might be a great place to put down the Hume and Grae homeworlds, too. I might even be able to see about terraforming some of the planets in the system to make them more habitable in a hundred Hume generations or so. That’d be nice.

“I wouldn’t have to worry so much over my babies being bothered by other clans if the whole of the solar system becomes a no-Tongsta zone.”

“Other than you and Dad,” Wrench put in quickly.

“You and Dad have to keep watch over us,” Wrench stated firmly.

He absolutely believed that without Goodie and Captain Boyfriend, the Hume, as well as the Grae, would quite possibly in for a bad end.

“Should… should we try to make contact with them?” Wrench mused aloud. “As a Hume that is. Maybe-maybe show up in a ship and see what happens? What they’re willing to tell us?

“I doubt they have any terrestrial broadcasts or anything like that, which means we need to get down onto the planet to get an idea of what’s going on.”

“It’s possible, but that feels really risky dear,” worried Goodie.

“I mean, yeah, it definitely would be that. I think I could handle it though. Me especially,” mused Wrench, thinking about his time with the Humans of Edmund’s world.

He was suddenly quite thankful to the young man.

And wondered where he was.

Or maybe, given that Wrench now knew about The Pause, when Edmund was.

Because for all he knew, Edmund was in something similar to The Pause and lost somewhere in the depth and expanse of time.


Chapter 17

Wrench really didn’t know what to say.

He was looking at what was apparently a planet, but he wasn’t sure if it was unique or out of the ordinary. That there was nothing for him to compare it to and he just genuinely had no experience with it.

“To me, it seems fairly mundane,” Goodie murmured. “Nothing that would attract our attention as a species, and if anything, less so. As if it were a waste of our time to go there at all.”

“It’s bright blue,” Wrench stated. “With… with white things across the surface. There’s green splotches across it here and there. I think it’s land.

“It’s-it’s incredibly pretty.”

“I see,” whispered Goodie. “I see. According to our scans it’s fairly generic as far as oxygen planets go. As a species we’ve encountered them on occasion. They’re not that common really.

“Fairly uncommon, in fact. You could say they’re rare.

“Even then though, it isn’t as if we haven’t come across them previously.

“Now I have to wonder if other planets like this held life. There’s a part of me that wants to go look into them. Make sure there isn’t anyone there that needs help.”

“I mean, if you end up going to check, I imagine there will be Hume, Humans, or something else there. You’re the main character mom. Where you go, the plot follows,” teased Wrench, patting at the tentacle wrapped around his waist. “Though, Dad, that means you’re the love interest. Make sure you don’t do anything that might get you hurt or anything. We don’t need mom going insane and launching most of the species into a black hole.”

There was a rough chuckle at that from Captain Boyfriend. He and Goodie were reviewing the footage that’d been recorded with Wrench.

He had outfitted a military drone with a camera, and had it record the planet in a way that Wrench could look at. They didn’t see what he did, obviously, and were going over other telemetric items that the drone hard recorded.

“I’ll keep that in mind, bud,” Captain Boyfriend got out with a chuckle. “If the Grand Lady were to go investigate, I would most certainly be sending a great deal of forces with her. Which means we’d have less forces here to cordon off this planet.

“At which point those Tongsta that follow around her like pests would peek into the planets here. Then I have no idea what might happen.”

Goodie made an exasperated noise at that and then huffed.

“Yes, I’ll remain here. You’re right of course. This is where the focus is for a reason. We can go check the other planets after this,” Goodie agreed. “Not to mention, the distance to the closest one is probably significant.”

Wrench nodded his head.

In the end, his entire Hab had been put into stasis on Goodie’s ship for the trip. It was going to be a significant journey for him, but not for the Tongsta.

Rather than let his clock keep running, as Goodie had called it, it’d be better to put him in stasis and travel there. That was the main reason for it, though there was also the fact that if they let time run normally, by the time they arrived, there would be a lot of rather pregnant Hume in his Hab that he might not want to leave behind for a trip.

He wasn’t quite sure how long they’d been in stasis, but Vnkah was quite pregnant now and the newborn she and Scrunch had taken on wasn’t a newborn anymore. It was quite closer to a year old he thought.

Though, it was really nice to see how protective Vnkah was over the kid. She wasn’t willing to let anyone touch the kiddo until she had given them a full set of instructions on what they were allowed to do and what they weren’t allowed to do.

“They clearly saw something,” Captain Boyfriend stated without a tone of any sort. It was flat and without emotion.

“Yes, they must’ve seen the ship I sent. I made an error and now that planet is aware that they aren’t alone,” lamented Goodie.

Oh.

He used that tone to get the information across, but not accuse Goodie of anything.

“I was wrong, Boyfriend. I didn’t even consider anything and was just-just too eager,” she continued after a pause. “Thank you for not disparaging me. Please help me in the future?”

“Yeah, Dad. You’re amazing. Mom should promote you to husband already. Captain Husband,” Wrench declared with absolute sincerity. He could see nothing but care and genuine warmth from Captain Boyfriend for Goodie.

Goodie made a weird noise at that, and a tentacle came up to wrap around Wrench’s mouth.

“Ahhh th-th-that is… ahhh… wha-what should we do next?” she asked in a flustered voice. “They’re watching the skies quite closely. Very closely. In fact, to me, it seems they’re watching the exact spot where the ship I sent retreated to and then hid itself.

“It looks like they’ve oriented all these devices in that direction. All of them. They have the look of things that are well above and beyond what the rest of the planet has. Doesn’t it?”

“Yes, I would agree. It has the feeling of civilian compared to military. That’s how I’d see it,” Captain Boyfriend offered. “The military, or the Grand Clan itself. Perhaps they haven’t told the rest of the clans or the members about what they’ve seen.

“They’re now watching, waiting, attempting to discern what has happened. Not trying to panic their population.”

“Erm, maybe they know about Tongsta? What happened to the other planet or where-ever they found the original Hume? Maybe they were in contact with this planet, or this is where some of their number escaped to?” Wrench suggested. “If so, that’d mean they know about Tongsta. They know about you and have done all they can to hide.

“Now that a ship has shown up, they’re on an extremely high alert. Ready for another ‘Tongsta event’. That’s all assuming they know about it but… is their technology great? Great enough that it’s reasonable to assume they should have space flight, but don’t?”

Wrench was utilizing a lot of the information he’d gotten from the world he had been working in with Edmund. A lot of that was providing him with a great springboard for these deductions.

“Ah,” Goodie stated in a way that sounded like a book closing.

“Yes. That would make sense. It’s what I would plan for if I was in their position,” agreed Captain Boyfriend. “Their actions make almost too much sense when considered from that view point.

“It’s also why there isn’t anything coming off the planet at all. No signatures that would make us want to visit out of curiosity. Almost as if they did indeed learn from another meeting and went to great lengths to obscure themselves.”

“Like Grae hiding in the Aerial Habs,” Wrench stated.

“Like Grae,” Goodie mumbled. “Poor things. What do we do then?”

“I genuinely have no idea,” answered Captain Boyfriend.

“If they’re aware of us and are watching, that means that at some point, we’ll need to make contact,” Wrench offered in the silence. “Doesn’t it? If we don’t, they might go looking or become even more defensive.

“This is when a Grae first drops out of an Aerial and wants to inspect you. They’re cautious, very likely to attack if things go wrong, but they also want to know what you are.

“Tickaht did something very similar with me.

“I ignored her to a degree but also let her smell, scent, and taste me. Shouldn’t we do something similar? Send a ship out to sit there in space and wait? Let them contact us?”

“That’s a very good idea,” Captain Boyfriend allowed after a pause. “Though I think we’ll need to use one of my inventions. This’ll need to be done by you, obviously.

“If a Tongsta showed up, it’d only reinforce the problem.

“If it were you, someone who looks just like them, it’d go quite differently. It might take some time for you to be able to speak with them in their own way though.

“I can’t imagine you and they have the same version of sound-wave communication.”

Ah, good point.

They probably speak a different language.

Much as Tickaht did.

“That’s fine. I’ll just go through the same thing I did for Tickaht with them. They will just have to work at understanding me, even if I understand them perfectly,” assured Wrench. “Which is fine. I wouldn’t mind fixing their understanding as time went on. I love fixing things.

“I look forward to fixing this relationship between the Human’s on that planet and the Grand Goodie Clan.”

Captain Boyfriend laughed at that and then made an odd bobbin motion that made his inside swirl briefly.

“Speaking of the Grand Goodie Clan,” said the large Tongsta. “I have news for you. I know you’ve only been out of stasis for half a day, but I thought you’d want to hear it.

“It’s in regards to Hume and Grae testing.

“A lot of what we talked about has been ongoing while you were sleeping. A lot of it, actually. To the point that it’s almost frightening how fast it went.”

“Oh?” Wrench asked, now very curious.

“We were having Hume and Grae both perform a number of tasks as medical facilities as well as elderly Tongsta facilities,” Goodie added with a laugh. “We honestly brought in anything and everything we could think of.”

“Unsurprisingly, the School Hume took over the elderly facilities. I had assumed it’d be that way, given their gift of conversation,” Captain Boyfriend explained. “I just told them that these were lonely and elderly Tongsta who needed someone to talk to them and bring them into the group.

“It felt like I’d just put down a broken thing in front of a Fixer and just said ‘it’s broken’.

“They swarmed the facility and started talking incessantly to every single Tongsta there. It took a bit longer than normal for them to start talking back and forth, but it worked.

“Now the Tongsta are considered school by the School Hume and are enjoying themselves from what I’ve seen and heard.”

“The Grae didn’t do very well with all of that, but they certainly excelled with those who needed internal aid,” Goodie said in an almost exasperated way. “Dad decided to pull the same trick again and told the Grae he needed them to hunt down differences inside the Tongsta. To ‘stalk, hunt, and eliminate’ anything that didn’t belong.”

Yeah… yeah that’d do it.

With both the School and the Grae.

“I take it the Grae suddenly found a newfound joy of hunting?” Wrench asked, already knowing the answer. “I’m sure they did. They probably fight over who gets to hunt first. That’d be about right for them.”

“Oh! We even found a great use for my Brawler sweeties,” Goodie enthusiastically chirped with a laugh. “My babies are helping out with moving people around and getting to show off while doing it. They’ve been put into teams to compete with one another on how well they can help their Tongsta about the medical wards.

“They’ve also been tasked with assisting with medical tasks like holding rips and tears closed. Also while in competition with other teams of course.

“Giving them a chance to demonstrate their prowess was what they needed. They’re quite docile when they return to their Habs after their shift and are pleased with themselves.

“The Grae appreciate them of course and they uh… fight a lot. There’s only been a few minor injuries thankfully, and they looked quite accidental.”

“In other words, it’s more or less what we expected it to be. Hume and Grae can be an integral part in more than one aspect of the Tongsta life. Comrades, confidants, and caregivers. So far,” Wrench summed up.

“Yes! It’s so exciting. We’ve also had more success with translation efforts. I took a Tongsta that’d never heard a single word of Hume speech, then had a group of Hume and Grae that could converse,” Goodie gushed with a rush of words. “I recorded it in a Hume way as well as a Tongsta way, then distributed it for free. I’ve had so many reports come back to me, so many, that the changes in the relationships between Hume and Tongsta were almost immediate.

“Even if the Grand Clan and others fight me, I can force the issue without them being able to stop me. After all, if every Tongsta out there can hear the words of a Hume or a Grae, and vice versa, there can’t be a mistake.

“There can be no misunderstanding. No allowances for them not to realize the truth.”

There was a subtle tremor that suddenly shook everything.

“No allowances,” repeated Goodie with some heat to the two words.

***

“Captain Boyfriend did this?” Stripe asked, her fingers prodding at the terminal in front of her. The notes that’d been provided to Wrench had listed it as the science panel.

“Yeah. He apparently has been working on Hume sized ships since the beginning. This is a prototype that he had used to test with. Upgraded it up to the point that it was at Tongsta standards, just… Hume sized,” Wrench answered.

Captain Boyfriend had showed them it, how to work it, put them in, and sent them on their way. He wasn’t far in a military vessel that the planet would have no way of spotting at the edge of the solar system.

“I feel like Captain Boyfriend is far more intelligent than anyone gave him credit for,” Seventh said, as she slowly flipped through the different scans and views that were available at the security station.

“I think it’s more the case that he was never given the chance to properly channel his own ability, in the right avenue,” argued Tickaht. She was leaning over Wrench’s seat at the “captain’s chair” as Captain Boyfriend had called it.

Given Wrench’s ability to diagnose an issue or a problem with nearly anything he picked up, everyone else had voted him as the captain. The ship wasn’t standard, and a lot of its systems were jerry-rigged together.

Multiple Fixers and Tongsta workers coming together to make it without a blueprint for all of it. Leaving it a mess of a system that wasn’t quite patched into itself as it probably should be.

“That’s a good way to put it,” Nunnkish affirmed from where she stood near the back of the bridge. She had apparently wanted to be that far back and standing rather than anywhere else.

There were only three spaces on the ship.

The Bridge, crew quarters, and the engine.

Everything else was part and parcel to the ship and could be accessed from those three areas.

Even the weapons, which Captain Boyfriend had insisted on it having. He’d made it clear that there wouldn’t be any possibility of him ever sending them out without a way for them to defend themselves.

Goodie had agreed and had nearly sent a military drone after them just to make sure they’d be alright.

Wrench’s promise to be safe, given several times, had been the only thing that’d caused her to divert away from that path.

“I like it,” Squeak offered from where she sat next to Zntik off to the side. The two of them had buckled themselves into the seats there and were more passengers at the moment.

“You like staying in your medical bay,” Seventh muttered in an accusing way. “This was damn near built in a similar way.”

“Yes. I like it,” confirmed Squeak with an ear-to-ear grin. “The medical bay on board is quite cozy and the tools are well made. Dad made some very unique things for me to toy with.”

An idle thought zipped through Wrench’s head.

“Do you think this is a thing Sccsccc would’ve been alright dying for?” Wrench asked more to himself.

“Who?” asked Tickaht. “That sounds like a Grae name, but I don’t think I’ve ever known a Sccsccc. I can tell you that if Fsciscc were here though, she’d approve.”

Errr, I wonder if that’s what Edmund meant.

Where a name subtly changes but doesn't actually change much of the way of things.

“I think… I think uh… something happened,” began Stripe. She sounded incredibly confused. “One of the sensors reported that a laser was detected. It struck the ship briefly. I think it was to determine distance?”

“We’re moving with a great deal of speed, are we not?” asked Squeak. “I imagine, to them, we’re moving incredibly fast, given their level of technology.”

“Captain Boyfriend said we would easily reach the planet within twelve hours. We’ve already passed by most of the planets in their solar system,” Wrench answered. “We still have another four or five hours to go.

“I guess we’re at the point where they can detect us coming in though. Maybe their tech is good at spotting incoming objects.

“Looking for the Tongsta or anything else that might come to clean their planet out, so to speak.”

“That’d make sense,” Seventh agreed. “Still. We’ve got a long way to go before we reach them and could be able to talk to them. Assuming they have something similar to what we’re using.

“Really, we could send them a message from here after all and they’d get it relatively quickly. Something akin to ten or twenty minutes I think? Tongsta stuff might as well be magic I swear.”

Wrench couldn’t argue that.

The Tongsta as a whole seemed incredibly strange and alien to Wrench when he considered all that he knew now. Their machines, the way they interacted with the world, and even how they perceived it, made him feel as if they were experiencing reality in an entirely different way.

“I think… I think the Tongsta are more akin to us, as we would differentiate two-dimensional from three-dimensional,” Wrench murmured with a small shake of his head. “Imagine a flat piece of paper. Draw two people on it.

“To those two people, the world is the piece of paper. There exists nothing outside of it, above it, or behind it. That is everything.

“Consider your hand for a moment. It’s in what we consider the real world with more than two-dimensions. We have not just length and width, but also height.

“If you put your hand on the paper, those two people on the paper could perceive the point of contact you made with the paper, but nothing of your hand beyond those points of contact.

“The idea of your hand extending out and beyond that point would be impossible for them to consider.

“What if the Tongsta are no different in that respect to us, as we would be to a two-dimensional person.

“The Tongsta intersect with our limited three-dimensional world and exist in another as well. We can only see, hear, touch, and interact with the point of intersection, but not at all with the dimension that exists beyond that.

“None of that even takes into account time, mind you. This is purely a physical space. Assuming that unknown dimension is actually another physical one. Sounds like it isn’t though, considering the Tongsta had no idea we had organs.”

No one said anything to that.

“Send them a message,” Wrench ordered. “We come in peace. Take us to your leader. We wish to speak.”

“Do you really think they speak a similar language?” asked Tickaht in a clearly pointed way.

“No. I don’t. But anything they send back will give us a starting point on communication,” Wrench answered honestly. “Even if it’s just ‘get fucked’.”


Chapter 18

Wrench looked at the odd view he was presented with.

The planet that he’d been looking at with Goodie and Captain Boyfriend was now directly in front of the ship.

The interior of the ship had a monitor installed in it.

Captain Boyfriend had made the ship out of entirely hardened materials, and had made sure there were no exterior weak points that’d be easy to break through.

It was entirely made out of materials that normally were armor for a Tongsta ship itself.

Several cameras that normally were in Ducts had been bolted onto the exterior of the ship and providing a view for those inside.

Realistically, Wrench barely understood it.

He could probably fix any of it, but he had no idea how any of it worked.

“They responded,” Stripe blurted out in a somewhat disbelieving way. “I think they responded? It’s really hard to tell. I mean, it seems like it.

“This is all so strange.

“This is worse than when I was trying to learn all I could about being a Fixer. I at least had you to help me along. I feel like I’m just stumbling around in the dark.”

“Kinda, yeah,” Wrench said and looked over at Stripe.

She was tapping at the monitor in front of her.

“Okay, it’s… a message. It’s audio only. I think. The computer says it’s an audio transmission. The way it was sent is by radio so we can just play it over without having to do any type of computer work,” Stripe mumbled and kept tapping at the screen. “Is this it? I feel like this should be—”

There was a sudden pop, followed by a strange voice speaking a language Wrench didn’t know.

Which was entirely what he had been expecting.

“Did you locate the point that the communication came from?” Wrench asked. This had been the plan they’d come up with.

If they could figure out where it came out of, they could send one back into it and hopefully keep the rest of the planet in the dark.

Their original transmission had been sent as an audio only message that had been sent directly into what Captain Boyfriend had identified as the “Grand Clan Hub”.

The goal was to keep the communication to a minimum outside of their intended target.

After all, if the Humans were trying to keep their population in the dark, it’d be best to allow that to continue for now. For all Wrench knew, the population might go insane at the sudden appearance of an Unidentified Flying Object.

“Yes, it’s a particularly large dish in what we think their Grand Clan is housed in. It’s where we sent our previous message as well,” answered Stripe. “Either they’re using it because we sent our message to it, or we were that tuned into where we needed to put our first message.”

“I mean, Captain Boyfriend really did plan most of this out for us,” Seventh mumbled. “I’m not so sure I like this, but it’s fine for now. I think I prefer living in a Hab or the station.

“Maybe we need a Deep Space Hume. I’m sure there’s a subset of us who would prefer being in places like this.”

“Probably Admini and School,” Squeak offered with a laugh. “They’d be quite good at this. The School would be able to communicate it all effectively, and an Admini would likely know how to handle the rest of the ship. Fixers to maintain and repair, Mender to Mender, Brawler for any type of fight.

“We’re actually well suited to this sort of thing, we’ve just never done any of it. A prototype crew for a prototype ship.”

“Something like that,” agreed Wrench. He really didn’t know quite what to think of it, but he could somewhat see what Squeak meant.

In being bred to live for Habs, essentially, Hume had been bred to live in ships.

Habs being turned into ships.

Where ships are the family unit and eventually we’re all in a flotilla and working with one another.

Though… isn’t that essentially what’s happening with Tongsta?

Did we end up just… becoming Tongsta?

It seems to make sense.

I wonder if that’s how we should organize ourselves when we’re not on our home planet Goodie is making.

In fact, there may be a great number of Hume who would prefer to remain on our Habs than the planet.

Given that Mom is going to make resources not an issue for us then… then anyone living on the planet won’t have needs to fill.

Those who want to leave the planet, go explore, do other things, would end up in the flotilla?

Working with the Tongsta and ever expanding our presence in that way?

A lot to consider.

“I’m sending the secondary prepared message with the entirety of the Hume encyclopedia and the Grae encyclopedia,” Stripe stated, her fingers hesitantly tapping at the screen in front of her. “Going to route it right back into the same site they sent from.

“Given our distance from them, it’ll be there very quickly. Their response might take a few minutes, if they send anything at all. It’s somewhat surprising they sent a message at all. They have zero emissions from the planet after all.”

“If I was them, and the Tongsta as an unknown was out there, I’d have zero emissions too,” Seventh stated. “I wonder if they live primarily underground. To avoid any type of overhead surveillance. I mean, we’re able to see everything we do right now because the damn camera has Tongsta equipment on it, right?”

Wrench nodded his head.

It was true.

The complexes that they could see with the camera were because something was being done to scrub away all the cover over the top of the complex. Goodie had said there was fabricated cover, natural cover, and “technological” cover.

He understood the first two but not the last one.

This is all so strange.

I’d rather be in my Hab.

Ha.

I guess that makes me someone who’d rather sit on the planet in my Hab and worry about nothing at all.

“They most certainly received the transmission. I sent it by radio this time given the distance. They’ll be far more likely to be able to hear the message now,” stated Stripe. “I also sent them all the math that Bright One thought we should. He seemed to think that Hume math would have a similar base to whatever math they use here if we came from the same population.”

Hume Math.

I wonder what Tongsta Math would be then.

Then again, Goodie moves things through space as easily as I shove a block off a table.

“Do you think they look like us?” Seventh asked, sounding quite curious. “If they look like us, could we hypothetically breed with them?”

Wrench let out a slow breath.

He really didn’t like that question.

If Hume and Human could interbreed, there was no telling what would happen to one or the other population.

Goodie had told him privately that she had been able to account for roughly forty million Hume so far and ten million Grae. She expected the count to increase to something close to seventy-million Hume and close to thirty million Grae.

A planet of this size was likely deeply populated. There was the distinct possibility that they numbered in the billions.

The Hume could be swallowed up without even a blink population wise.

Contact between Hume and Human will need to be carefully planned.

Very carefully planned.

That is… if they’re even Human.

Could very well be Grae. That’d be funny. Funny and unexpected.

“We’ve received a response but it’s… different this time. I think it’s video and audio as well?” Stripe said and then tapped at several things on her screen. She looked a bit more confident this time.

Once more there was a pop, and a face appeared on the monitor.

It was an older face, one that was creased and worn with the passage of time and numerous wrinkles. There was an austere look to them though that spoke to leadership over a long period of time.

From everything Wrench could see of them, they looked Hume enough.

Pale hair that likely had once been blonde, a single brown eye as the other was clouded from some type of injury, and a frame that looked as if it had once been broad but was now withering with age.

Wrench was betting on them being Human instead of Hume.

The idea that Hume escaped and made it to this planet was outside of his possible beliefs.

The man began speaking in the same language that they’d heard earlier. It still didn’t make any sense, and Wrench nodded his head slowly.

He was now fairly certain that this would have to be done in a similar way to how he had learned with Tickaht.

Except that these Humans wouldn’t have an implant.

“Alright… let’s start playing the game then,” Wrench muttered and shook his head. “When we played it ourselves, Kat, I felt like having simple items were the easiest. What’d you think when we did it?”

“That I really liked how you squirmed when I grabbed your crotch with my lower hands,” Tickaht said with a honking snicker. “But… yes. Simple items worked best. Unfortunately for them, they won’t really be able to learn that quickly. No implant.”

“We should ask Dad to make a portable implant that’d work as a translation device,” Zntik suggested. “That’d make it easier. Is there a way we could set one up ourselves in the mean time?”

“Send him a message, Stripe. Just use the Tongsta comm thing. We all know Mom and Dad are listening. If we ask for that, they’ll probably send us the means to do it ourselves,” Wrench surmised with a chuckle. “I’m betting our parents are sitting there just waiting for us to ask for help.”

Leaning back in his seat, Wrench realized now that they’d made contact, it’d be a lot of hurry up and wait. There would need to be a lot of back and forth to figure out each other’s language.

Even if Dad did manage to put together an implant that could act as a translator, they’d have to pick it up, come back, and start all over again.

***

The ship descended quickly planetside.

Hurtling through the atmosphere in seconds and popping out on the other side without there even needing to be a pause.

Wrench had noted there’d been a flicker on the temperature of the hull of the ship, but it didn’t amount to much. Not much more than a notice that it had been increasing.

Downward in a near straight line they plummeted.

Shooting toward the landing position that’d been transmitted over to them after the translator had been retrieved from Dad.

No sooner had they’d sent the message of what they needed, than it came back that he was working on it. Working on it and that it’d be ready right around the time that they would likely return to pick it up.

The more Wrench saw of Dad and his ability to create things, the more he really thought the large Tongsta had missed his calling as some type of engineer.

“Should… should only you and Seventh leave the ship?” Squeak asked, her ears twitching atop her head. “You’re the only two who are normal looking compared to them. If we step out now with Deme and Grae, I’m not really sure how they’d react.”

“We brought bindings and helmets,” Tickaht interjected quickly. “We can wrap one pair of our breasts, wear suits, and put helmets on. It’d let us be there for Wrench while also being less visible. I don’t think the helmets would fit either of you, unfortunately.”

Stripe’s mouth shifted into a frown that was on the edge of a pout. She was staring at Wrench in a way that made him doubt that he knew she wasn’t quite right in the head.

She genuinely just looked like the beautiful Stripe she always had been in his mind. The one he always knew and had come to expect.

Right up until she realized he was looking at her, smiled at him, and his memory flicked back to the night previous and their bed. Stripe had been just as wild as the first time, just beneath him this time, rather than on top.

It seemed she was self-contained in her mind the vast majority of the time. The bedroom seemed to be the one exception, and she lost herself in it.

As if she couldn’t bear his gaze, she blushed, waved a hand at him, and looked away, smiling.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine with you three being there with him. I feel absolutely assured that he’ll be safe,” Stripe murmured, turning in her seat and facing the monitor again. As if she were no different than she ever was.

Other than Squeak, no one thought any differently of her either.

Though, surprisingly, Squeak and Stripe had become fast friends quite rapidly. In the few days it’d been since the discovery, or at least the few days that they were awake, Stripe often sought out Squeak or vice versa.

“Yes, we’ll be ready,” agreed Tickaht. “The suits Dad gave us are rated for space-ship crashes and similar things. It’s unlikely that there will be anything that they can do to harm us.

“He apparently found a number of things in the Hab files as well that he wanted to tinker with for our suits. Apparently there was a massive number of things in there that he hadn’t known existed.

“He thinks that these would render us nearly impervious to most things.

“That’s why there’s one for Wrench, too, along with a helmet.”

Hab files.

That probably means everything I bought when I was on the planet with Edmund.

I yet again forgot to bring any of that up.

Though, at this point, how would I even do that?

Damnit.

It’d be easier just to let them think something weird happened and it was all just there.

Though… space ship crashes. Space ship crashes and other things.

Does that make them ballistic proof?

Because if they’re anything like the other Humans I’ve encountered, they’ll have guns. I’ll need to be wary of that. In fact, this is somewhat a silly idea.

They could just as easily try to do something.

But really, the translator can only do so much via radio and visual radio signal. It takes too long for it to operate given that it’s a back and forth.

It seemed like it barely picked a word or two out.

“We’re not going to go far,” Wrench stated with a shake of his head and getting out of the seat. Tickaht’s reminder about the suit and helmet made him realize he needed to get ready and now. “Down the ramp, hand over the translator, have a chat, go from there. We’ll see what’s happening.”

“Yes,” Nunnkish said and pulled down her helmet. She had walked over to him while she was pulling it down. She was now a faceless mildly feminine form. The suit was padded enough that it hid a lot of what a Grae was. “We won’t go far. I’m not that bright but even I think we shouldn’t leave the ship. That’s asking for them to do something very stupid.”

The Grae put her arm through Wrench’s and pulled him off to a side. Her other hand was petting the back of his arm as they moved toward the back of the ship and where his suit would be.

“Did I mention how nice your hair was today? You tried something different and used some product in it. Also, blue is also a great color on you,” Nunnkish said and provided him with a wonderfully wide and warm smile. “What brought on the change, you handsome Hume, you.”

Man, she really hasn’t ever pumped the brakes after I told her I wanted her to chase me. She just doesn’t let up.

Then again, I certainly am enjoying being chased and prodded at.

Under Nunnkish’s fingers and gaze Wrench quickly got into his suit. All the while the Grae kept smothering him in compliments.

Even his nakedness was spared no compliments, and he was roundly given praise. Even for his manhood, which she promised him she was eager to see more of.

By the time they had landed, he had pulled his helmet down and the four of them were standing near the exit ramp which would descend and touch the ground.

It was sectioned off and angled upward as part of the hull normally, though could be brought down to exit if the hatch wasn’t being used. There was no wasted space on this ship for anything that wasn’t needed.

“I should go first,” Zntik stated and then moved down the ramp.

Tickaht went right after her, followed by Wrench, Seventh, and finally Nunnkish.

They carried no weapons and no devices other than the translator.

This was a meeting made specifically for it because the back and forth had just been too much for Wrench. A waste of time that left him itching to fix the situation and set it aside.

The translator hadn’t worked at all and in the end the only thing that’d worked was them sending the image of where they wanted to land.

More than a few times.

As he reached the bottom step and stepped off the ramp, Wrench saw that there were a number of people standing around.

Given the way they looked, they all had the appearance of people in uniform or dressed for a formal occasion. A lot of what they were wearing actually lined up to a degree with what he had seen in Edmund’s world.

How much was that whole place just preparation for now.

Did you actually give me far more than I expected, Edmund, and I’ll never be able to actually do anything about it? Correcting things for me, fixing me, without me ever knowing it was actually broken.

Fixer Edmund fixing away.

Wrench spotted the man from the transmissions. He was standing not too far off, though looked rather stiff. Stiff and awkward.

Which Wrench couldn’t blame him for.

If the situation were reversed, Wrench probably would have come out swinging.

“Hello,” Wrench said and lifted a hand and waved it back and forth.

A surprised series of facial expressions rippled through everyone standing there. His gesture having apparently brought their minds to a screeching halt.

“This is the translator,” Wrench stated and held it up slowly with both hands in front of himself. “It’ll translate anything said into other languages, but it has to learn more of your own first.”

Given the strange back and forth Wrench had attempted, it just hadn’t been worth it over the radio waves.

Walking slowly toward the man he recognized, Wrench held it still in front of himself.

“You need to talk though,” Wrench said, then realized that he would probably need to pull his helmet off. He’d have to point at his own mouth, nose, and eyes, and that might give them a starting point with words.

Wrench held up his left hand in what he considered the “wait” gesture and then held out the translator to the older man. He took the translator and looked it over curiously.

Reaching up, Wrench detached his helmet, turned it, then popped it off in one motion.

With a huff, he put it under his armpit and then looked to the older man.

“Alright, well, we can start playing the vocab game now I guess,” Wrench said with a laugh. “I mean, if we both know what an eye, nose, mouth, teeth, tongue, and ears are, that’s a wonderful point to begin.

“I mean, as soon as that little device starts barfing out what each body part is as I say it, you’ll get the idea.”

All around him the people staring at him seemed floored at him removing his helmet.

Apparently he hadn’t really considered how they’d react to an alien arriving that looked just like them.

Though, Wrench did have to admit he was surprised at their height.

Collectively, the tallest person here only came up to about five foot six. They were all rather short compared to Wrench and Seventh.

Turning, he looked to Seventh, who was standing next to him.

“They seem short to you or am I being weird?” he asked.

Seventh hesitated, then pulled her own helmet off and met his eyes.

“They’re definitely short. That or we’re just really big,” she answered and laughed in return, then both of them looked to the man who held the translator.

Seventh then pointed to her nose.

“Nose,” she said deliberately. “This is my nose. Nose. Nose.”

The man with the translator lifted his hand and pointed it at his own nose.

He said something that Wrench didn’t understand.

Wrench did the same and pointed at his own nose.

“Nose,” then reached over and pointed at Seventh’s nose. “Nose.”

Only to pointed at the old man’s face.

His nose, to be exact.

“Nose,” Wrench pronounced.

The old man, still pointing at his nose, said something again.

“Nose,” the translator promptly stated.

“Nose,” agreed Wrench, the translator saying a word in the other Human’s language.

“Alright. There’s nose. How about… eye?” Wrench asked.

“I like eye,” Seventh said and then pointed to her eye. “Eye.”


Chapter 19

Wrench shrugged at that and shook his head.

There wasn’t much he could say to the question.

They wanted to know if his people had been beyond the solar system. To know what was out there.

“Yes. But no longer. We won’t leave the system,” he said. Then he gestured out to the sky above them. “The Tongsta are outside the solar system. We’re safe inside it, here, but not beyond it. You shouldn’t leave the planet for at least another century.

“Perhaps when your technology gets better, and you can hide yourself. Then you could venture into the solar system.

“You can’t go beyond that for any reason at any time. They’re out there. Waiting.”

The translator spat out it’s translation to the other side of the table, causing them all to go still.

Either the translation didn’t go through as well as it should, or it went through perfectly.

“The Tongsta. Large blob monsters. Stole all the people away. Do you know about them?” Wrench asked.

Again the translator quickly provided the other party a translation.

“Yes, we know of them,” said the older man.

The translator was silent, and Wrench heard the words just as he did when Tickaht spoke. The words didn’t match what was being voiced by the mouth, but he understood it perfectly fine.

His implant was already doing all the work for him.

“We watched as the colony world was decimated. Torn apart,” said someone else. “All the weapons they had at their disposal didn’t do anything. They were taken away entirely.”

“Are you part of that colony?” asked a third person.

“Yes and yet no,” Wrench answered with a frown. “We’re an offshoot of them, but not from them. I don’t want to say too much as we barely know you. You already know more of us than we do of you.”

Wrench said it and then shrugged his shoulders, offering them an apologetic looking smile. A smile he had often given to Pain when he wasn’t willing to do everything she wanted.

“I will say that the Tongsta are still out there. They will collect you if they find you,” Wrench declared. “Even at our best, we only barely avoid their detection, and that doesn’t always work.

“Whenever it fails, we’re immediately collected, and that is often all that anyone ever sees of them. They simply vanish into the Tongsta’s ships and that’s all.”

Seventh nodded her head to that as if she had experienced it.

They’d agreed that the simple story on this would be that they’re a wandering fleet of Humans. Wandering endlessly and that they had just found this place. Adding to it that Tongsta ignore it as it’s deep in their territory and considered explored.

That all of the government’s actions to limit their emissions going out have paid off and no one has any idea.

Because of that, Wrench and his people are going to set up a home here and do the same. They have basic ship tech that allows them to travel to and from without alerting the Tongsta and plan on trading with the Humans.

So far, none of that had been gotten to though.

Most of it had been back and forth as the translator learned more and more of the Human’s language. Somehow the implant in Wrench’s head had done the job incredibly quickly in comparison.

It made him wonder if his implant was different or if the translator, which was an implant too, just worked better inside of a Hume brain.

“I see. Alright. That’s good to know,” stated the man that was directly across from Wrench. He was fairly certain that they’d given him their names, but it’d been in their own language.

There was a distinct chance it wouldn’t translate for them either, since even if a word was logged to match, names weren’t the same thing.

“What’re you here for?” asked the man, a look fluttering across his face that Wrench would’ve attributed to a bit of suspicion.

“We’re going to settle in at the edge of the solar system. A nice distance away from you so we’re not direct neighbors,” Wrench explained. “We’re going to go a no-emissions route just as you have while also employing our own technology to hide us.

“We also plan on opening trade with you. I’m sure we can be mutually beneficial to one another and our continued survival against the Tongsta.

“We’ve already begun putting down beacons on other planets in solar systems relevant to this one that will draw the Tongsta further away from here.

“We don’t expect any type of payment for our defenses or attempts to keep the solar system safe. So please do not consider any type of repayment. That isn’t false modesty, it’s the truth. We want nothing other than neighborly relations.

“If it’s only with your Grand Clan, that’s fine. If it’s with the planet as a whole, that’s fine, too. Though you will only be dealing with the Grand Clan of our own people, not the planet itself.

“It should be stated up front, that way there is no confusion later.”

That and we really don’t need resources. Goodie and the Tongsta provide more for us than I think we’d ever actually need. More than we could ever consume.

“That would be acceptable. We’re not a space faring civilization though,” answered the man with a glance to those on either side of himself before looking back to Wrench. “I’m afraid we would need to conduct the trade at another location. We would also prefer it to be… through our government.”

Tickaht flinched, turned her head, and looked off to one side.

Nunnkish and Zntik did the same and all three Grae were suddenly staring off to one side of the area.

“What was that?” demanded Tickaht, moving forward.

“I felt it. It felt like something struck me,” growled Zntik, moving closer to Wrench.

Nunnkish made a hissing noise and started looking around at everyone that was in the area. As if they were about to attack.

They hadn’t left the landing area and for the most part the ship was quite near.

Wrench sensed their anger and concern and stood up, pushed the chair away from himself and pulled his helmet up. Quickly pulling it down over his head.

Someone on the ship was paying attention as the weapons bays clanked and then slid out and began pointing at those around them.

Tickaht had reached the wall nearby and was moving toward a door that was nearby.

“Wait! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, that-that is-I think this is just a mistake!” shouted the man that Wrench had been dealing with.

Giving up on the door when it didn’t open, Tickaht pointed at the spot and looked to the ship.

“Blow this up!” she demanded.

“Hold, don’t shoot just yet,” Wrench ordered even as one of the weapons swung around to where Tickaht was pointing.

“— a mistake! I’m sorry! Someone was attempting to utilize a device to determine what your insides were like!” asserted one of the people off to the side. They had gone as white as a sheet of freshly fabricated bedding. They had their hands up and looked as if they wanted to cry. “I’m sorry! I ordered it without being told to! Please, I’m sorry, we just wanted to know more!”

“We’re leaving,” Wrench ordered and began moving to the ramp. He didn’t think this was a good idea at the moment. “Seventh, get the translator. We shouldn’t leave that here with them.”

Seventh had pulled her helmet on at this point and then reached over to pick up the translator.

Everyone began moving back to the ramp even as the Human’s squawked and attempted to apologize.

Whatever they had done had unnerved his Grae and he wasn’t about to remain here. He hadn’t seen them react in such a way and there was no way he was remaining.

Hm, well, this is fine.

We’ll treat them like a scolded child.

Let them sit in time out and wonder about what just happened. That they can’t just do what they want without consulting us.

Because as much as I want to believe that they’ll do what’s best for them, this just demonstrated that they can act on their own initiative.

That means we’ll need to be cautious with them for a while.

Wrench turned the translator off as he passed by Seventh on her way up the ramp, then followed her. Tickaht was the last one up and it began to retract even as she came up it.

“It felt like something tickled my bones,” she complained even as the ramp clanged shut.

“Yes, that’s what it felt like,” agreed Nunnkish.

“Do you think the ship spotted it?” Zntik asked as they made their way to the bridge.

Squeak was sat at one of the stations and Stripe was at another, though moving back and forth between two of them. The two of them were tapping away at their screens.

“Take-off initiated. Maximum velocity,” Squeak reported and then stabbed a finger at the console.

With a thump, the ship shot upward, shooting into the sky and rapidly accelerating into the atmosphere. Tearing through the sky in their ascent into space above.

“What happened?” Seventh asked, pulling her helmet off.

“It was some type of radiation,” Squeak answered as she watched the screen. “It was set to everyone there. You and the Human’s as well.”

“Well, that makes me feel better that it wasn’t an attack,” Seventh grumbled. “Still rude. Very rude.”

“Yes, we’ll leave them to contemplate their actions for a time,” Wrench said and then yawned. “Besides, that’s a good enough starting point. We can leave them be for a time while we go back to see what’s going on with Mom and Dad. They’ll want to know how it went anyways.”

Flopping down into the Captain’s chair, Wrench eased himself into it and then closed his eyes. He wanted to doze a bit while they made their way back to Goodie.

“We should do the thingie so they can’t track us,” he muttered. “Dad said if we activated it, they wouldn’t be able to track us regardless of what they did.”

“Good idea. If they can’t track us, they’ll wonder about the extent of what we can do and if we were making ourselves known on our way in,” Zntik agreed with conviction.

“I feel funny. I hate this wrap. I’m going to go take it off and let my breasts free,” Tickaht complained.

“Yes, let’s do that,” agreed Nunnkish.

Wrench only nodded his head.

“Did anyone have anything to add or discuss? I feel like it went well enough up until that moment. That there isn’t much to discuss,” Wrench offered. “I could be wrong though and I’m open to discussion.”

There was a chorus of no’s to that.

Everyone went silent, going about getting them back home.

Wrench let himself doze in the chair.

Only to snap his eyes open.

Without realizing he had done it, he’d dialed his systems up to a point that he was extremely overclocked, then dialed it back down without even realizing he had done it. He was using his powers without really even trying to anymore.

“Squeak, I think I could use a battery of tests on me, my power, and my implant, when we get back,” he said quietly, turning his helmeted head to look at the beautiful Mender.

She lifted her head up and looked away from the station’s screen to meet his eyes. Then she nodded her head once with a grim look.

Only to turn back to the station’s screen.

***

Wrench followed Squeak into their Hab’s medical wing and looked around.

There were a number of monitors up along one wall that hadn’t been there before. They were all active and seemed to be tracking a number of medical reports.

Staring at them, he wondered what they were all for.

“All your pregnancies,” Squeak stated and flicked a hand at them as she moved past him. “I’m monitoring them all and making sure all will be well. I gave us all small sub-dermal implants to record the data.

“The Tongsta wanted to watch it all as well and they’re tapping into the same data stream. I’m this one. This is me.”

Squeak pointed at a corner where there was a monitor as she walked to her cabinet.

“And yes, every single woman you coupled with is pregnant. Every single one,” Squeak muttered as she opened the cabinet and started sorting through her tools. “Stripe was unhappy that she didn’t send all the other Hume you’ve studded with previously afterward.

“I think her mentality has turned the corner a bit and she’s now baby crazy. I think she’ll calm down after she gets to hold a few. Or one of her own, in her own way, I suppose.

“Hopefully a few of us have twins. Fraternal or otherwise. It might be enough if I get ahold of one of the mothers early enough and ask if they’re willing to let Stripe adopt one.

“With any luck that’ll calm her, and she can go back to-errr… well, I was going to say normal, but that’s not right either.

“Go back to a non-baby crazed state and trying to think of who to get pregnant next. She literally was already trying to talk Goodie into taking over all those female Hume you had already attempted to stud with.”

Squeak shook her head, sighed, then glanced at him over her shoulder.

“Please get on the examination table, dear,” she said and gave him a warm smile. “I’ll be right over.

“Did I mention how happy I am that I’m already pregnant, yet also frustrated? Sex was a lot of fun. A lot of fun. Please don’t think less of me if I want to have sex even if I can’t breed.”

Wrench really didn’t know what to think of that, though he was glad she was happy.

“I mean, sex is great. I love sex,” he muttered and went over to the table and laid down on it. It was cold but at least it wasn’t uncomfortable. “I’ll be happy to have as much sex as you want.”

“Really? Oh that’s wonderful. Let’s have sex immediately after this examination,” Squeak squeaked out with a laugh. “I was talking to Seventh about it and she’s apparently been sneaking away with you as often as possible. I had no idea.

“I’ll have to find ways to sneak away with you so that I can do the same. Preferably without others noticing.”

Grinning, Wrench folded his hands across his stomach and looked to the ceiling above. He was rather fond of sneaking off with Seventh.

It made him feel like he was doing something wrong.

He wouldn’t mind sneaking off with Squeak at all.

“Now,” Squeak said, appearing above him. “Let’s take a look at that head of yours. Because you wouldn’t be asking me to look, unless it was something inside of your head.

“Is that about right? Or was there something I missed.”

“I’m able to push myself far further than I ever have before,” Wrench said simply. “I’ve also begun using my power without even thinking of it.

“The extreme that I’ve been able to utilize my power, to overclock myself, is so significant that if I had tried it previously, I think my brain would have exploded.”

“Oh? Hmmmm,” murmured the Mender as she stared into his face. She had set down several things beside his skull. She then plunked a suction cup onto his forehead. “That’s fine. We can test for all of it. It isn’t even a problem at all.

“Now, are you running at default right now? At the base level for your mental systems?”

Wrench called up his power and glanced to the window.

It looked perfectly normal to him from what he could tell. Everything was running at a clean one hundred percent, and nothing was out of normal.

“Yes, everything is moving at a hundred percent. It’s fine and all in the green,” he answered.

“So you say. Once more I’m terrified of your genetics and I wonder about the child you’ve put in me,” Squeak whispered, looking at something she was holding in her hand. “You are quite literally moving at three to four times the normal in regards with speed of reflexes. Your mind makes a command to your hand, and it moves faster than I could have ever expected.

“That’s just the responses from your mind to your nerves. The measurements for your thoughts as well as your cognitive ability are considerably higher than the norm.

“You saying this is at a hundred percent is already… above my expectations.

“I’ve also noticed something about your implant, but I want to test a bit more before I say anything about it. I want to see how it reacts to the testing and how it performs.

“Then I’ll know what would be best in this situation and where to go from there.”

Wrench frowned at that.

“Just tell me Squeak,” he said, realizing she wanted to keep silent until she knew more. “I’m not a Mender but I won’t be upset about it. You’ll be fixing me. I’m not concerned.”

“Your implant isn’t normal anymore,” Squeak said simply, watching the device in her hand. Then set it down beside his head and picked up a different one. “It isn’t what an implant should be. It’s almost as if your mind has subsumed it.

“Where it normally would be integrating with your brain, your brain is now integrating with it. It’s almost as if your mind is speeding it up so it performs faster, with greater accuracy, and with more ability.

“Given the changes, it would seem as if your mind has improved itself. Grown. That it’s upgrading, in a way. Where your normal defaults are, are where people would be if they were deeply altered. More akin to Demes who fit specific functions, roles, or looks.”

“Goodie. I don’t really feel smarter though?” Wrench offered.

“Smarter is relative. Your ability to understand, utilize your mind, your body, and other things, have likely increased. Intelligence and being ‘smarter’ is more in line with what you’ve learned, how you learned it, and your own personality,” Squeak murmured in an offhand way, her brows drawn low as she gazed at her device. “Well… I should probably… hm. I should check on those DNA samples I took from you and have you give me another one.

“Though, I begin to worry and wonder about what’ll happen with the pregnancies now.”

“What?”

“I worry about your genetics. If your mind is taking over an implant, what chances do my own genetics stand against yours? It’s an interesting thing to be sure. There’s a part of me that wants you to impregnate many more women just for more testing data.”

I took over the implant.

That’s… strange.

Though it does answer some things.


Chapter 20

Over the last several days, Wrench had mostly just been watching the Human planet.

After they’d returned, Goodie and Captain Boyfriend had talked to them all about what happened, send drones to monitor things, and go over it all in detail.

Even as they did, Captain Boyfriend had been excited.

If Wrench had to qualify it in retrospect, “excited’ was an understatement.

The large Tongsta had been extremely excited to get to the data from the ship, chortling even as he started working with it as he listened to the explanation of what’d happened. Setting down several different Tongsta tools and immediately getting into the work he clearly preferred.

“Mom, why is Dad in the military?” Wrench asked while watching the view of one of the drones that’d been sent down to the planet. A great many of them had been sent down to monitor, view, and watch over the Grand Clan of the Humans to see what they were up to.

Drones of such a high technological degree and outside of the Hume spectrum of awareness and tech that they might as well be invisible to anyone that wasn’t a Tongsta.

“It feels like he should have been a Fixer or something like that,” Wrench continued and tilted his head to the side as, not for the first time, the Human Grand Clan began screaming at one another. “He loves tinkering, building, and testing.”

“Mmm, I asked him about it a bit ago,” remarked Goodie as she made a number of Nav-cerer plot builds. She was currently sending her people to new locations to find more Nav-cerers. She was finding them faster and faster nowadays. “He said that his Clan couldn’t afford to send him to the right spssss.

“All they could do was help him get into the military. It happens a lot, but he clearly does quite well for himself.

“I’m glad he’s been able to really get into his passion though. The number of things he’s been working on for my babies is… it’s beyond my understanding, honestly.

“He’s especially concerned for the Brawlers, and given his profession, I can understand why. Any and every possible position that they could try he’s put a few in just to see how they’d do.

“They’re doing especially well with low-gravity warehouse, munitions, and storage duties. Competing with one another on who can get the most work done the fastest.

“He gives them titles, specialty items, and extra time-off. Apparently he treats them a lot like how he treats his ship’s crew, to which they’ve responded quite well.”

“I mean, he became the Head for them,” Wrench said with a laugh. “That all makes sense though. I couldn’t imagine not being what I am. That sounds awful.”

Goodie made an odd noise at that, followed by a laugh.

“Yes, if only we were born with a job that would guide and provide us with joy,” Goodie agreed. “Well, at least I can do that for my Nav-cerers… and there’s another plot to pick them up. They just barely manifested the other spssss. I don’t think they’ve even finished their Primary yet. That’ll be amusing.

“Then again it’s not as… as if… if… what?”

The way her words had fallen away had caused Wrench to turn and look over his shoulder to see what was going on.

“What’s up, mom?” he asked even as her workspace shifted and changed. Modifying itself to display something Wrench couldn’t make heads or tails of.

“My request was granted. The Grand Congress for the Grand Clan is being convened,” she whispered. “They’re going to hear me about my theory on Hume and Grae sentience. They’re going to allow it, open it to the public and… and broadcast it.”

Her voice had a disbelieving lilt to it. As if she really didn’t think this was happening.

“They want to listen to me speak and to bring my evidence,” she whispered, then laughed. A laugh that sounded so spontaneous that it didn’t even sound like her. “They’re going to listen to me!”

Goodie disconnected herself from her harness, snatched up Wrench, and shot through the doorway so fast that Wrench felt the g-forces pushing him into Goodie’s body.

Well.

This is certainly a change we wanted.

She’s been demanding that they hear her for a while now.

Honestly, I didn’t think they’d hear her out for some time. That maybe it’d take a few Hume years before it happened.

Wrench was suspicious no sooner than he had that thought. That the Grand Clan was moving faster than expected given what he understood of them.

Which meant they had been forced into this through something else or were looking to make a change to something they didn’t like.

Like Hume and Grae being sentient and being told this by a Nav-cerer with enough of her kind to start and immediately end a war.

***

Wrench really couldn’t determine which way was up at the moment.

Let alone if he was inside of a room, space, or a pool filled with black paint.

Goodie and Captain Boyfriend had gone from immediate excitement to panic, followed by deep and complete isolation. The two of them digging into what they wanted to say and present in front of the Grand Congress so that the entirety of the clan would see it.

Unfortunately, Wrench had been brought as part of that “evidence”.

No sooner had he been handed to those in the Grand Congress’ employ than he had been pulled from his carrier and put here. In this place of nothing and nowhere.

“Hell, this place makes The Pause look like a haven blessed Hab,” grumbled Wrench as he hung there in absolute nothing and darkness.

It was so all-encompassing he couldn’t even tell if he was spinning in place or floating perfectly still. There was no response to him moving his body, and he was perfectly weightless.

Given he couldn’t even see his own hands, it made the whole thing worse in a way he hadn’t thought it could be. His mind was starting to crave stimuli, which’d caused him to talk to himself.

“Alright, uh, could we move on to the next phase? I’d really like to be done,” Wrench blurted out, not really able to contain himself any further. “I want to be here, and be part of this, to make you all aware that Hume are alive, but this is a bit maddening.

“Like, really? I’m half tempted to just pull off my clothes and piss into this space just to actually see if I could!”

The last had been said at a full volume shout.

To which the response was a deafening silence.

Even his voice didn’t echo in this place.

There was nothing and nowhere with Wrench smack dab in the middle of it.

“Fine,” he growled and sent himself into sleep. Turning his brain off in the next moment and just letting himself go back to bed.

Not that he needed much sleep anymore, but he could thankfully control it however he wished. This felt like a perfect moment to let things go.

Only to be woken right back up as the space around him dissipated and he found himself in a large and strange area. It reminded him a lot of the games arena that he had participated in previously.

There were a number of Tongsta all about, strange devices, machines, and even a strange object he had never seen before.

A metallic hoop set down in the center of the room that for all the world seemed to be a hula-hoop on a stick. Or at least that’s how Wrench saw it.

For all he knew it was broadcasting the secrets of the Grand Congress to everyone in the clan directly as well as the answers to the Fixer tech training manual to give to young Fixers.

“Thank you. Now, per your own request, we have now delivered the Hume known as Wrench,” stated a voice from somewhere Wrench couldn’t identify. For all the world it almost seemed to be coming from everywhere, really. “Given your testimony up to this point, it’s clear you would argue that the xxhht is wholly incorrect. That it has been so since the beginning.”

“That’s right,” Goodie offered from what Wrench would swear was behind him. Except when he went to look, he couldn’t see Goodie. Nor could he see Captain Boyfriend for that matter.

Wherever he was, it was separate from where Goodie and the previous speaker were.

Or he was in a place that they were veiling and hidden from his ability to see them.

“I don’t think they had the tools available at the time to understand accurately the Hume or the Grae,” Goodie continued after a brief pause. “The spssss were unlikely to be able to truly understand the Hume, their existence, or even what they were.

“It’s no different than if we were attempting to be in the world without our spssss. It’s just incomprehensible to us and even the idea of it gives us all pause.

“The Hume and Grae are no different in that regard because it’s an existence we can’t truly understand. We can’t put ourselves in that place because it’s that different from how we exist.

“They are just as sentient as we ourselves are, but we can’t fathom it because it would require us to believe in spssss. Which… which is admittedly a very difficult thing to believe in.”

There was no murmur from the Tongsta.

No response from anyone.

Not a single noise or stirring.

Everyone seemed enraptured by Goodie and her statement.

Or silenced by something else entirely.

“To that end, I’m going to demonstrate that a Hume can speak to you all, to us, just as it did in the recording,” Goodie declared. It was something they’d spoken of previously. All he needed was to be coated in the internals of a Tongsta and inserted into a similar machine as to what he had last time.

They’d even practiced it several times.

Depending on the machine it could come easily or be somewhat of a problem. In either case though, Wrench had been able to speak, albeit as a child might, through the Tongsta device.

A Tongsta wheeled over a device that Wrench couldn’t identify, as well as a small Hume sized zero-suit, helmet, and a strange container filled with what looked like Tongsta insides.

“—be able to converse in very simple answers. Our machines aren’t calibrated for spssss spssss. They likely never will be, really,” Goodie lamented. “As I mentioned, it’s just that difficult for us to consider them, as we have no experience in it. We can’t see the world as they do.

“Now… a moment as Wrench dresses himself and readies themselves. As mentioned, he’ll need to be covered in spssss to interact with the machine, however, it was provided by the Grand Congress. Which means this isn’t something I or my people interacted with.

“As well as the device. Neither of which could have been tampered with outside of by the Grand Congress, whom I trust and respect to have prepared this test with an unbiased view, of course.”

Wrench had already gotten into the suit by this point and was pulling down his helmet. He checked it once and took in a sharp breath and found it to be fine. The last thing he wanted to do was attempt to wear a suit that wasn’t oxygenated.

Satisfied, Wrench flipped over his wrist and looked to the display that’d been put there.

Everything looked correct.

Moving up, he then inserted himself into the container, covered himself liberally in the Tongsta insides and then flung himself straight into the machine.

“Welcome back, lower round body xxhht,” said the automated voice.

“As you can see, he has now entered the machine,” Goodie murmured. Her voice coming across in a strange way to him. In a way he really didn’t know how to process, as it did and didn’t sound like her at the same time. “I asked that the audio for the hearing be sent into the basic program in the device. Can you hear me Wrench?”

“Yes. I can hear you,” Wrench answered while simultaneously leveraging his implant to provide that statement in return.

“Yes. I can hear you,” answered the automated voice on his behalf. Wrench followed up to that. “The machine feels fine. It’s easier to use this for some reason. Also, it said that the material was provided by a lower round body, but I didn’t catch the name.”

“That’s fine, Wrench. Thank you for letting me know. Now, do you know who I am?” asked Goodie.

“Of course, you’re who we call Goodie. Or mom,” answered Wrench.

“And where we are?” she added. There was a growing murmur now as Tongsta began to chatter in the background.

“We’re at the Grand Congress of the Grand Clan. We’re trying to prove that Hume and Grae are sentient,” Wrench provided. “Also, where was I before this? That black blank space was annoying. I couldn’t see, hear, or sense anything at all.”

“Ah? Ah. I’ll tell you about that later, Wrench. Now, the Grand Congress will want to ask you questions. Could you please answer them?” Goodie inquired.

“Of course. Of course. Not a problem,” he replied and waited. “How should I address the Grand Congress? Are they something like ‘round body’ or ‘roundness’ or… I’m not sure.”

“Yes that-well… it’s fine. No need for address,” said the same voice Wrench had heard earlier. “You say you’re the Hume currently in the xxhht. How can we verify that?”

“I mean, I’m not sure. Since I’m inside of it, it’s not like I can see or hear anything that isn’t in the machine,” Wrench answered with a laugh. “All I can do is tell you that I’m a Hume, I’m in this weird thing, and I’m stuck inside of it. Chances are I’ll need help to be pulled out of it when it’s time to go. It’ll also leave behind all the material that I’m covered in.”

“I see. That’s-yes, that’s a good point. Sorry,” rumbled the voice.

“Not a problem. We just see everything differently, there’s a lot we can learn from one another. I’m still deeply curious on how you’re all able to float through space. Or the fact that you seem to survive even being subjected to space,” Wrench said, wanting to push the idea that he truly was a thinking being. “Anyways, what question can I answer for you next?”

“If you’re so sentient, why are you all trapped in Habs?” demanded a new Tongsta.

“Because you’re much more powerful than us as a species. We don’t have the physical ability to stand up to you very well,” answered Wrench. He’d been half tempted to mention the resistance or his ability to use a tunneler, but that would just be downright counterproductive. “Not to mention, a great many of the spaces you live in are rather poisonous to a Hume or a Grae.”

“If we were to actually recognize you as sentient, what exactly do you expect to happen?” asked yet another.

Hesitating, Wrench really didn’t know how to answer that.

He was still fighting with an answer to that question all on his own without them putting it to him.

Given what was done to them as a species, there was a lot of gaps in their ability to form large cohesive groups. A large clan body would be hard if not impossible, given so many Hume were slaves to their titles and positions.

Just as Wrench himself was.

“I don’t know,” Wrench said in a quiet voice. “I genuinely don’t know. I can tell you that I’ve thought about it a lot, but I don’t have an answer.

“I don’t have an answer, but I’m looking forward to discovering the answer all the same.

“I’ve seen what happens to Hume with certain Tongsta. That we’re live fed to other creatures as if we were nothing more than food. Bred to be bred, given to another creature to eat, and sometimes killed for the sheer convenience of something else.

“So while I don’t have an answer to give you, I’m looking forward to discovering whatever that might be. To figure out what our answer is as a species and move toward it.”

There was a sharp headache growing at the back of Wrench’s head. An ache that was slowly creeping around toward the front of his forehead.

He was quickly approaching his limit on how much he could work with this particular Tongsta device. Once the headache came on, it wouldn’t leave him for several hours after he was pulled free.

“Also, I think my implant is starting to act up. I’m getting a headache. I’m sorry,” Wrench apologized. “I can only handle so much of this device before it causes me pain.”

“The organ inside his head is where his consciousness is. Where he is who he is,” Goodie explained patiently. “Where we put the implant itself at birth. This organ is in control of much more than we actually thought.

“Unfortunately, their organs are also their limitations. If they’re damaged, it can be quite problematic to get them back up to a fully repaired state without immediate medical attention.

“I’d ask the Grand Congress to please forgive Wrench for being at his limit and only ask one more question if they have anything else left to inquire of.”

There was a rumbling mixture of voices by this point.

The volume of it had been gradually increasing the longer he spoke. To the point that he had to speak louder even just to hear himself over the sounds being converted to him through his helmet and implant.

“I don’t think we have any more questions. I believe we’ve gotten all the answers we need from the Hume known as Wrench,” stated the original voice. “We can move to the latter half of your testimony now, as well as the rest of your evidence that you’ve brought to us.”

“Wonderful. Hold on just a second Wrench and they’ll get you out of there,” Goodie offered, then made a soft huffing noise. “Now, moving on to the second half of my testimony. I’ve put together a series of instances, examples, and cases where I believe the Hume and Grae have exhibited signs of sentience without us being able to identify it at the time. Additionally I’ve—”

A Tongsta had come up to the device and was working at gently fishing Wrench out from the inside of the machine. A thin tendril looping around his waist and then gently tugging him free of the goopy interior.

Well, that went well, I suppose.

Wrench was dumped back into the strange nothing area without even a word.

“Fuck,” he grumbled.


Chapter 21

Wrench was suddenly removed from the nothing space and found he was on a shuttle. One of the types that were used to take Tongsta in between ships, in fact.

“Huh?” he said as his brain fully turned on.

Looking around, he realized he was still in his zero suit and that he was floating in the middle of the shuttle. Directly around him were the remains of some type of egg-like shell.

Hovering around him as if they’d just only moments ago been around him and locked him inside of their halves.

It was obvious he had been inside of it, and this had been whatever the infinite nothing had been. That he had been inside of it.

A crappy version of the hibernation I guess?

Annoying.

I’d very much not like to deal with that again, at any time in the future.

I’m sure once I explain how it felt to Goodie she won’t let it happen if she doesn’t have to.

Though… huh… I wonder if that’s just a me experience.

Am I the only one who would feel it given my mind, implant, and my abilities?

Wrench had casually turned around where he floated to find the shuttle was empty of Tongsta. There wasn’t anyone here at all and he got the impression that realistically, he hadn’t been supposed to come out of this egg thing.

That it had separated on its own without any input from him, or anyone else, at all.

Frowning, Wrench saw something at the back of the shuttle that caught his attention.

It looked a lot like the far end of one of Goodie’s carriers that he had often been transported around in. It was stashed in one of the storage racks and partially behind something else.

Looking around a moment longer, Wrench saw nothing else out of the ordinary that could pull his attention. He was literally in an empty shuttle set down in a docking area.

There was no one in the airlock and the door was open into the bay, yet he heard nothing from out there either.

Moving off to the carrier, Wrench found it was indeed exactly what he expected it to be. One of Goodie’s carriers.

Except it was filled with his Habmates.

Seventh, Stripe, Squeak, Nunnkish, Tickaht, and Zntik were all there inside of it. All of them pressed to the corner or trying to peer out the side to where he was now standing.

The carrier was so far tucked away in the corner that realistically they wouldn’t be able to see much of anything at all.

“Wrench?” Stripe gasped out and then rapidly tapped at the wall. As if she were a small creature trying to climb up a corner. “Wrench! They took Mom and Dad! They came for them as they were loading everyone into the shuttle!”

“What?” Wrench asked as he came to a stop in front of the carrier. “Who took them?”

He had a sinking feeling in his chest, and he wanted to fix someone. Fix them with a wrench until they wouldn’t be a problem for anyone ever again.

“Tongsta guards,” Tickaht said with a firm nod of her head. “They came, shouted instructions, and forcibly took Mom and Dad off the shuttle.

“Mom had made a weird sound and Dad sounded angry. Very angry.

“I think they did something to Mom, otherwise she would have done something to them. There’s no way she would have gone with them otherwise.”

“Yes,” Nunnkish said nodding her head quickly. “Something was wrong. Mom wouldn’t let this happen.”

“Agreed,” Seventh confirmed. “Though… what do we do now?”

“We do what Dad trained us to do,” Wrench said with finality. “First, let’s get everything we need off the shuttle. Knowing Mom… she packed zero suits for everyone. We just need to find them.”

Wrench went up to the airlock portion of the carrier and activated it. He knew for a fact that the shuttle was always pumping and pushing an atmosphere that was fine for Grae and Hume.

Goodie wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Zntik, Nun, Kat, find the suits. You three move in zero-grav like it’s not a problem,” he ordered. “Seventh, scrounge up anything in the carrier that we’ll need. Squeak, Stripe, help Seventh, and if you can, see if we can get this carrier loose.

“It might be nice to take it with us when we leave, but we don’t need it either.”

Everyone nodded their heads.

The lithe and lovely Grae squirmed out of the carrier quickly, then shot off, clambering about and zipping this way and that. They began to hunt through all the storage containers and locations that there could be zero-suits.

Though Tickaht did pause briefly to glide around him, her hands hovering just over him as if she were thinking of touching him. Then to just launch herself off him and toward the ceiling at maximum speed.

Ah yes.

She wants to touch, to feel, but would prefer it if I went after her.

And Nun would have touched me outright and groped at me.

If we include Zntik in the thought… she’d… probably… ask me? Ask what I wanted and would likely mold herself to that.

She’s the weird in-between that wants to be whatever it is I need.

Hence the hair color changes.

“I found suits,” Nunnkish reported from where she was digging around in a strange round object. “More than enough for all of us. Helmets, too.”

“I found lots of food up here,” Zntik reported off from where she was rummaging around in a container that was surprisingly square like.

Tickaht looked to be striking out near the top of the shuttle.

“Alright, bring the suits down, Nun. Everyone, get suited up,” Wrench stated. “Get everything in the carrier that we can. We’ll need it all. Especially that food.

“I’m going to go figure out where we’re going next. Once you’ve stripped everything you can, come tell me how we did.”

Wrench turned and sped off toward the entrance of the shuttle. He needed to figure out how they were going to get Goodie and Captain Boyfriend out of here.

Which meant he first needed to get them to a place that they could plan, lay low, and work out of.

With how many repairs and maintenance work Wrench had completed on Captain Boyfriend’s ship, he had a number of different locations in mind that he felt they could operate out of. Far more than he had considered previously.

Especially if we can get into the security center.

There were more than a few times that they were so concerned with what was going on elsewhere, that accessing the security center itself would’ve been easy for us.

Dad put in some specific changes after we watched them go through more than a few security protocols without ever noticing us being there.

We’ll just need to get into the secured atmosphere pipes that lead there and that means getting into the vents. From the vents we need to go backward, find the exchanger, and then enter.

Wrench made it to the exit of the shuttle, then looked around.

He needed to find an entry point for them. One that would hopefully allow them to bring the carrier with them.

As if granted to him by his will for it to be there alone, Wrench found a larger than average vent entrance. As if the bay were so large that it would need some truly large intakes and exhaust to support it.

Perfect.

Looking back over his shoulder, he could see everyone was getting into their suits.

Unable to help himself, he found himself staring.

They were beautiful, one and all, and he would be the first person to admit he was attracted to each and every one of them.

As if realizing they were being watched, always seeming to being extremely sensitive to anything being directed their way, all three Grae looked up.

Then quickly looked away, as if they didn’t want the others to realize he was watching.

He did note that each Grae rapidly turned bright red.

Especially Zntik, unfortunately.

Wrench was coming to the conclusion that not only had the third Grae made her choice, but the others had all accepted her as well.

Okay.

Well.

That’s a thought for another day, when I’m not trying to save Mom and Dad.

Into the vent we go.

Drag the carrier along.

The exchange should be just as big.

Straight into the security room.

Nodding his head, Wrench tore his gaze away from Zntik.

In a handful of minutes, the group gathered up everything they thought they would need, as well as wanted, and raced toward the grate above.

The three Grae pried it off quickly and the group entered, pulling it closed behind themselves.

Once inside, Wrench oriented them and then led the way, taking the group down along the line until it reached the machines that would pump, fill, or empty, the ship of atmosphere depending on its needs.

The vents themselves had a number of chutes, junctures, and closures that could be activated to help make those changes happen, and Wrench was quite happy they’d all been wide open and without any changes.

Looking out of the vent he couldn’t sense or see anyone or anything out of the ordinary.

“We need the security exchanger. It was always marked previously. Find it,” he hissed and then shoved open the vent.

They wouldn’t be able to pry it open as easily from inside, which had left him with brute forcing it open. It’d likely cause a repair order in the long run and risk someone getting curious, but there really wasn’t an alternative.

Seventh and Zntik were in charge of lugging the carrier around, along with Squeak and Stripe.

Nunnkish, Tickaht, and Wrench came out first and immediately set to zooming around the nearby pipes and vents. Trying to find the entry point to the security room that they were hoping for.

Given that this ship was likely older than Captain Boyfriend’s, there was a very good chance it’d be similar, if not exactly the same. It wouldn’t be as if they could change anything to update it to what had been the security concerns.

Wrench moved right up to the highest area as he imagined that might be the most likely to be the security intake.

Given that Tongsta could handle space itself, and atmosphere was more of a comfort thing, their concerns for atmosphere were somewhat lax.

“Is-is that it? I think that’s it,” Stripe asked aloud. “It’s got a symbol that’s nearly the same as the one on Dad’s ship.”

Wrench zipped around the vent he was looking at and moved to where Stripe’s voice had come from.

No sooner had he followed the line of her arm and where she pointed than he knew she was right. It wasn’t the exact same symbol, but it was almost exactly the same.

“We’ll go in regardless,” Wrench answered. He didn’t know what the symbol meant, but it was close enough for them to try. “Worst case, we double back out and try another. We can’t remain here though.”

All three Grae converged on the grate attached to the vent and pried it open once again.

Seventh, Squeak, and Stripe maneuvered the carrier over even as the Grae worked.

No sooner had the grate popped open than the carrier and all six women quickly entered and started moving down back toward the front of the ship.

Wrench came in behind them and jerked the grate shut behind himself, pulling it closed tight.

Turning away, he started down the vent behind the women.

The group traveled down it a significant way. Endlessly moving down the darkened space without any grates appearing.

Not a single one.

It left him feeling like they were heading in the right direction, as the security vents often didn’t have any exits either. While their concern over the vents was somewhat lax, they weren’t entirely slovenly about it.

“Exit,” hissed a voice up ahead.

The carrier and the group as a whole came to a slow stop.

Moving to the front of the group, Wrench found it was indeed a vent exit.

Peering through the slats, he could see into what wasn’t a security room.

It had the look of an office, in fact.

One quite similar to the one Captain Boyfriend had, as well as Goodie.

Various bits of Tongsta furniture, objects, and even several things whose purpose Wrench had no idea about. All of it scattered about the room in various states of entropy.

Looking around the interior, Wrench didn’t quite see anything that stood out to him as something that would be of use to them.

It made him think that in truth this had been the wrong way to go, and they’d need to double back to head back and try another vent.

“There’s a gap,” Seventh whispered. “There, near the back wall by that… it’s not a bookcase but it kinda looks like one? Beside that. There’s a crack. It looks big enough that we could unload the carrier and get everything inside.

“Even the carrier if we flatten it at the corners. We could get everything into there. It looks like one of those spots that just gets ignored.”

Now that Wrench was looking at where Seventh had pointed out, it really did seem like something a Tongsta would overlook.

Holes like this were often caused when they moved things around in zero-g as they did without a care for it smacking into anything. It often left dents, gashes, and gouges in their walls.

When it was at an odd juncture, like right next to furniture, they would just ignore it outright.

Physical repairs were doable for them, and it wasn’t that they wouldn’t do them, but they tended to avoid it if it wasn’t something they had to truly concern themselves with.

“We won’t be here that long,” Squeak squeaked. “Just long enough to save Mom and Dad. There’s no way they would ever repair something like that in the time we need to use it.”

“Alright,” Wrench muttered. He didn’t have a better plan, and they needed somewhere to work out of. To figure out where Goodie and Captain Boyfriend were and then plan to get them out.

There were people in their number that just wouldn’t do very well hiding in a ship and staying out of the Tongsta’s view.

Stripe and Squeak weren’t really suitable for this sort of thing.

In a way, Seventh wasn’t either.

The Grae and himself however would likely be able to move through the ship quickly, easily, and without raising a concern or an alarm.

If they could scout and lay out areas that would be easy to work in, the others could also venture into those areas for other things.

Hell, even just finding the bridge, a route to it, and sitting Squeak there, would be infinitely more useful than having her scouting about the ship.

“I’ll move to the nearby door and listen,” offered Tickaht. “Nun, Zntik, help with the transfer.”

“Yes,” the two Grae said as they moved up to join Wrench at the grate.

A single moment of hesitation was all that was taken before Wrench shoved the grate open.

Quickly, the Hume and the Grae shot across the room and toward the crack.

Even if there was a Tongsta in the room, so long as they were quick enough, without making too much noise, or disturbing the surroundings, they could do it with little risk.

No sooner had they made it across than Wrench realized there was indeed Tongsta in the room.

Several of them, in fact. All of them gathered around a strange piece of what might be furniture, could be a machine, or even possibly a piece of art. Wrench had no idea and didn’t care.

When they made it to the crack, Wrench felt like they could push the entirety of the carrier through with some force. Which would be ideal, given that there were actually Tongsta in the room.

Tickaht had realized it just as he did and had zipped right along with them rather than peeling away as she had originally intended.

The group made it to the crack and collectively shoved on the carrier.

There was a creak, followed by a pop, and the carrier went into the hole.

Because that’s what it was.

A rather massive hole that was most certainly caused by something slamming into the wall, then whoever did it, pushed the bookcase like thing in front of the rent in the wall. Covering part of it up.

Everyone quickly shot into the hole beyond.

Turning around no sooner than he entered, Wrench looked to the hole.

Much to his relief no one had bothered to try and repair the hole. The parts of it that’d been slammed inward were actually still there and partially curled inward.

Putting his hands to them, Wrench shoved as his body went into over-drive with his musculature and his bones. Bracing his foot against the hole itself to give himself a leverage point to work with since he couldn’t do it in a weightless environment without something to push off.

There was a faint ping as he shoved it back into place.

Grabbing the next one, Wrench repeated the process. Quickly pushing the shards into place and doing his best to minimize the hole.

Bending everything back as best as he could until the hole was only big enough for a single Hume to get through.

It was still quite badly torn and there was light bleeding in through the cracks between the pieces, but it was significantly harder for anyone to notice it.

Or so he hoped.

For all he knew, he had just made it glaringly obvious to a Tongsta, since they didn’t view the world the way a Hume or a Grae did.

As if summoned, a wordless Tongsta had floated over to this part of the office and was now hovering in the center area. As if it had seen or sensed their group moving past or the noise of them pushing through the hole.

Silently, ominously, the Tongsta hung there. Unmoving as far as Wrench could tell.

Likely “looking around” however Tongsta would be doing such a thing.

After three minutes crept by, the Tongsta moved away, slowly floating back to the other side of the office and out of view of Wrench.

Letting out a breath and feeling the tension start to drain away from him, he turned around and looked to his group.

They weren’t immediately behind him.

Much further away, they were secluded in a small crevice next to another wall. It was partially tucked behind a part of the wall that was jutting out.

There would be no way to see the carrier or his people inside of it from the hole itself.

Below that section was a flat spot where everyone was already offloading items and stacking them. Their own personal resource dump area.

Which made sense.

If they wanted to take their suits off, it’d best be done in the carrier where they wouldn’t be at risk of losing their atmosphere if they needed it, or of floating off or away.

“Well,” Wrench whispered to himself. “I suppose it’s time to be Gremlins. Wreck everything until we find mom.”


Chapter 22

Wrench was peering around the edge of the not-bookcase.

Watching the Tongsta with only one eye and keeping absolutely still otherwise.

The hole was now only large enough for him and Seventh to wriggle through with a touch of effort. Everyone else could pass through it easily.

All it’d taken was everyone getting together and gently pushing at the metal until it was where they wanted it.

The Tongsta weren’t speaking aloud as far as Wrench could tell, as his implant wasn’t transmitting anything. He figured they were speaking to one another in the way that he often suspected was beyond the ability for Hume to understand.

That if they chose to, they could speak in a way that never transmitted to the Hume implant at all.

Almost as if they had two ways of speaking to one another.

Then again, there were a few Human languages on that planet Edmund sent me to that had some weird oddities.

A formal speech and an informal speech. Where one would speak to an elder differently than they would a child.

Perhaps it’s like that.

Glancing over his head, he saw a vent directly over his head. It’d been partially obscured by the not-bookcase when they’d been planning their move over.

That or Wrench just really hadn’t been paying as much attention as he should have.

Which was entirely possible.

He’d had to forcibly dial in his systems more than a few times to keep his attention where it should be. To keep his mind moving along the course that it should rather than losing itself.

The Tongsta that were hovering near one another broke apart and then moved away from one another. Two of them exiting through one door, the others departing through a second door.

Both doors were on the far side of the office, there were no entrances near the hole.

This is somewhat ideal in the end.

We can wait in either vent or the hole and just wait for them to leave or enter. This worked out far better than I expected.

Turning his head, he looked back to the hole.

Tickaht, Nunnkish, and Zntik were all there. Floating behind him and waiting.

Seventh was directly behind those three.

Squeak and Stripe were inside the hole and honestly, until they had orders otherwise, they would be better served hiding rather than scouting.

“Seventh, you stay here and watch,” he ordered. “Zntik, with me, Nunnkish with Tickaht. You two go back the way we came and see if you can figure out what else we can get into.

“Especially if there’s some type of secured area. A prison where they would have put Mom and Dad.”

“Okay,” Tickaht said with a rather ugly smile. A Grae smile. She genuinely didn’t like the idea of not going with him it seemed. “I feel like I should be with you, but I understand why I’m not.”

“I’ve never been on a ship like this on my own,” Nunnkish said no sooner than Tickaht finished speaking. “It’s better to have you with myself or Zntik, and Wrench with the other.”

Tickaht nodded her head, Nunnkish giving the exact answer she wanted to it seemed.

“I look forward to this,” Zntik said with a warm and rich laugh.

“Wrench, I look and long for you,” stated Nunnkish in what almost sounded desperate. “May I fondle you before you go? May I grab at you? I want to put my hands on you and caress you. If I could kiss you, I would. Could we have sex? Real quick?”

Unable to help himself, Wrench laughed.

“I’ll give you a hug. Tickaht will get one too. As well as anyone else who wants one. But then we need to go,” answered Wrench somewhat regretfully. Nunnkish was a lot of fun in bed he’d found.

She was extremely giving, forward, and aggressive with him.

He genuinely enjoyed her pursuing him as ardently as she did.

More so than Seventh ever did.

In fact, Seventh was more like the others now. Once she’d gotten into his bed regularly her pursuit of him had ended.

Nunnkish had only escalated hers despite her positive results.

Before he could put another thought to that, the Grae was wrapped around him. One hand boldly grabbing at his privates, the other wrapped around his shoulders.

“I will miss you, Wrench,” Nunnkish purred, rubbing against him. “I will think of you and how much I need you. How I want you. When we meet back up, make time for me. Make time for me, or I’ll make time for me with you.”

Squeezing him once, she then flew off, grabbing Tickaht by the wrist, and dragging the somewhat stunned looking Grae off with her. Shooting toward the far side vent.

“Well, it seems it’s time to go,” Zntik murmured and grabbed Wrench by the arm. Much in the same way Nunnkish had taken Tickaht off, she pulled him toward the vent.

Apparently no one else is getting hugs.

Glancing down, he saw Seventh, Stripe, and Squeak all watching him.

“I’ll give those hugs out when I get back,” Wrench offered with a wave to them. He didn’t want them to think he was neglecting them.

“I expect two since you’re leaving without giving me one,” Squeak demanded, her arms folding under her breasts. “Be sure to return and give me what’s due.”

Wrench hadn’t missed the strange look Stripe had given him.

A look he finally knew how and where to place in his head now that he knew she wasn’t quite normal. That she wasn’t right in the head.

Insane jealousy.

In that momentary flash he saw hatred, anger, jealousy, and a determination to burn the world down.

It was only a flicker, a microsecond of those things bubbling up, and was immediately gone.

Replaced with a blink, a warm smile, and a knowing gaze.

Stripe knew he was aware of it all, didn’t care, and wanted her. Which gave her assurance that she didn’t need to feel any of those things.

Wrench was thanking whatever god of luck or fate he had befriended that had made him run Stripe down and talk to her about the whole situation. If he hadn’t, he wasn’t sure Zntik would be alive in the future.

Reaching the vent Zntik grasped the edge, ran her hands along the side, and then quickly went over to a corner. Before Wrench could even think to grab and assist she had pulled out a tab of the vent, moved to the other side, and pulled out the other.

With a wrench of soundless motion, the vent came up and she bent the tabs inward so that the vent would be easier to open and close later.

Slipping into it, she pulled Wrench inside, then closed the vent as well.

“Oh, I forgot to collect my own hug,” she said and gave him a bright smile. The light from the office filtering up through the vent and providing him just enough to see her pretty face. “I’ll just do that now.”

Gliding in close, Zntik wrapped her arms around him, pushed in as close as possible, and held him. Held him a way that was only possible in a zero-gravity situation. With one of his legs somehow ending up between her thighs.

“Mmm, I’m glad to be here,” Zntik murmured, her hands moving up and down Wrench’s back in a warm and inviting way. While at the same time her very present and obvious Grae anatomy was smooshed up to his front.

In seconds, Wrench had to forcibly dial down his system’s response to her. Pulling it down and forcibly setting it to a zero position.

It’d rapidly been on the rise with how she was holding to him.

Holding him a way that was so deeply intimate and rarely done that he had returned the gesture and just held onto her.

It had compounded and at the same time provided a quick escape to how deeply stressed he’d been feeling over the fact that Goodie and Captain Boyfriend had been taken.

“It’s alright, by the way,” Zntik whispered, her hands still gliding up and down his back as she shifted around against him. He wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or not, but it had the effect or moving her breasts back and forth across his chest. “It’s alright. We’ll get mom and dad and make sure they’re safe. We’ll find them. It’ll be fine.

“Everything is alright, it’s all alright. I’ll make sure it’s alright. Okay? It’s alright. There’s no reason to be concerned at all.

“I will take all your worries away and make everything alright. Make it all okay.”

Wrench couldn’t deny it any longer that he was nervous and wound up.

Even with bottoming out his system so it didn’t actually impact him, there was no denying that he had done such a thing. That he had been forced to change it just to be able to function.

Somehow, someway, Zntik had seen through it and was offering him comfort.

When even he didn’t think he needed it, yet did.

“I’m here. I’m here to make everything alright. Am I not agile? Strong? Aware? I can keep up with you and I’ll make sure everything is okay,” Zntik continued, her right hand coming up to stroke the back of his neck and shoulders while her left hand trailed down to his mid-back and lower-back. Stroking and petting him while holding to him. “I’ll make it all okay.”

Wrench felt his body unclench itself and he sank into her, his hands pressed to her back as he just held to her. Her words were too much for him and he couldn’t process them.

Regardless of his system and what it could do, he was only Hume.

“Okay,” he whispered, clutching at her now.

“I’ll make it all okay. All of it,” promised Zntik, cradling him against her body. “It’s okay, Wrench. It’s okay.”

Floating there, Wrench couldn’t muster up the courage to actually pull away from her.

***

Gliding down the vent to its end, then going back and checking each and every cross-section, Zntik and Wrench charted it all out. He had built out a mental map for himself of where each and every one had gone and what had been there at the time.

They had seemingly found a bridge, which was devoid of Tongsta surprisingly, a number of empty rooms with no discernible purpose, and a security room.

There was no sign of mom and dad.

The only thing of note was the security room had another vent in it that as far as they could tell, didn’t seem to match up with anything Zntik and Wrench had mapped out.

With that in mind, the two of them had returned to the security room and were now staring out across the open space to the other vent. Waiting for an opportunity to cross over and get inside quickly.

Zntik had never let up on her constant stream of comfort thrown atop him.

Endlessly petting him, stroking his shoulders or back, caressing any part of him that was near, all while always speaking in a warm, yet tender, tone to him. It’d left him feeling somewhat sleepy and soothed.

“Mmm, does that feel better here?” asked Zntik kindly. Her fingers were lightly pushing and prodding at the spot where his shoulder blades ended at his mid back. “Or here, hon?”

Blinking, Wrench nodded his head as Zntik’s fingers slid up along his shoulder blade, towards his spine. It felt much better when she pushed there.

“Good, good,” purred the Grae, the hand on his lower back pressing a bit more firmly now as the other one continued to push and probe at his upper back. “You seem much more relaxed. I’m so glad to see it.”

Zntik was confusing to Wrench.

She’d started out as a Grae to him. Her response had been very Grae other than clearly trained Hume mannerisms. She had already partially inserted herself into his inner circle without having even tried it seemed.

Tickaht and Nunnkish both had gone out for drinks with her.

On their next meeting, she’d changed her hair style, dropped even more Grae mannerisms off, and acted more like a woman of the resistance. One who knew she was attractive and wasn’t going to stoop to being Grae or Hume.

To let him come to her or not at all. As if she were only mildly interested in him.

Each time, she had seemingly changed parts of who she was to fit something in her head that she believed he needed or wanted. The hair color change for herself and Nunnkish had been her own idea after all.

It’d all been interesting to him.

Very interesting.

Now, she had seemingly identified a new gap and inserted herself into it.

With a vengeance.

A comforting and kind woman who gave him tender warmth and care, yet asked for nothing in return. All while still playing a role of an attractive woman who wasn’t going to demean herself or make a move on him.

Wrench was beyond interested in her now, and was craving more information about her, but had no way to go about it. Not without making her aware that this plan of hers, and he was sure this was all planned, was working.

“I am,” he murmured, watching the security room. “Thank you. Zntik.”

“Of course. I’m pleased to be of some help. It’s hard to stand out in your group. There’s already so many amazing women in your group after all,” she said, followed by a throaty chuckle. It was deep and rich. As if she somehow knew more than she wanted to admit. “Would you say I’ve made myself stand out?”

There was far more to that question, and he knew it.

“You stand out, Zntik,” he admitted.

“So kind of you to confirm that for me,” whispered the Grae, closing in on him from behind. She gently wrapped her arms around his middle, reached down, and began to rub at the spot that was just behind his waist.

A spot he didn’t realize needed to be massaged as he held his breath at the touch.

“Oh, goodness. Hon, why didn’t you say you wanted me to rub here?” Zntik asked in a laugh even as she moved away from him. She changed her position and set to work rubbing at him. Her fingers digging and pushing away.

“Didn’t know. I don’t think anyone has really touched me the way you have today,” confessed Wrench. He couldn’t really keep up anymore with Zntik and had just now given up. He didn’t see a reason to hold back his thoughts or words, and she seemed entirely hell-bent on digging them up. “No one has in my life, in fact. I touch others a lot, but I don’t think I’m often touched.”

“Ah-ha. Then I have most certainly stood out amongst the crowd. I’m so very pleased. Thank you, Hon,” Zntik murmured.

He finally understood why her words sounded odd to him. That her words almost had an accent to them.

She was actually speaking whatever version of his language that Wrench was. Not translating it at all.

“You’ve put a lot of time and thought in how to get to this point. A lot of effort,” he stated. “Should I be flattered or concerned?”

Zntik’s hands never faltered or slowed at his words. He got the impression she somehow was anticipating this.

“Perhaps my version of looking and longing is just different? Perhaps I wanted to find a way to maximize how you would look and long for me?” Zntik asked instead of answering him. “Your statement assumes a great deal, not that I fault you for it. It would make sense.

“I certainly know you look at me a lot. I most certainly know you long for me. So if that were my goal, it’d be complete.

“In fact, I think it would’ve been complete when we met. Wouldn’t it?”

Laughing, Wrench only shook his head.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing Zntik, but I’m not smart enough to play it with you. I’m just going to enjoy what you’ve been doing and accept it with the grace you’ve been giving it to me with,” he answered. Both as in to her question and simply conceding to her and whatever it was she wanted.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she replied as she continued to push at his body.

“Wait,” he hissed at the sudden pop as the Tongsta in the security room pulled their tentacles out of the Tongsta device.

Zntik pushed herself bodily up against his back, wrapped her arms around him, and peered out at the security room over his shoulder.

The Tongsta held still for several seconds and then left the area of the security room they were in. Passing by a number of other devices and strange objects before going to the circular door. Exiting through it, it closed behind them.

Wrench shot forward to the vent and pushed it open. They’d already bent the tabs, so they’d be able to exit it easily, though he was forced to break a holding clamp right now to get them out.

So long as no one noticed the clamp being broken, it’d be fine.

No sooner had he got it open than Zntik flew across the open space to the vent. She pried it open, bent the tabs, and then held it open.

Wrench shut the vent he was holding, went over to her, and the two of them pulled it shut.

Moving into the vent, they didn’t have far to go before it turned and then turned again.

There were now two vents on each side of them every twenty or thirty feet. Heading all the way down to the end of the shaft they were in.

Wrench gestured at the right side and the two of them slowly began drifting along. Each of them peeking out the vents that they were beside and into the rooms they passed.

No sooner had Wrench seen the first one than he knew they were in the right place.

It looked a lot like a holding cell to him.

“Holding cells,” whispered Zntik as she looked through the right side. Clearly she had the same thought he did. “Same on your side?”

“Yes,” he replied as her left caught up his right. She held onto him and began petting his forearm and wrist tenderly. As if he might race off to check each vent.

Which honestly, he had started to consider.

Slowly, they drifted downward, checking each vent.

And finding nothing.

Upon reaching the end, Wrench felt like his guts were made of glass and worms. Painful wriggling that even his system couldn’t seem to assist with.

If they weren’t here, he had no idea where they’d be.

Peeking out the left vent, Wrench felt his stomach flop over, then fall out of his feet.

Mom was there.

A strange sheen coated her, but the scar across her was unmistakable.

“Dad’s here,” Zntik whispered.

“Mom’s here,” murmured Wrench.

Moving to the vent, Wrench pushed it open with a ting. Causing the clamp to break.

“Hm?” Goodie asked, the scar sliding around as if she were looking about herself.

“Hey mom,” Wrench said and peered out at her from the vent. He had no idea if this was a safe place for him to talk or even show up.

He figured she’d give him direction.

“Oh… oh. Oh. Oh,” Goodie whimpered in a pleased way that almost sounded like sobbing. “Oh. Yes. Yes I see. Yes. Oh. Well.

“Too visible. Perhaps at a machine?”

Wrench glanced to Zntik who pressed in close to his side, hugged him, then shot off down the shaft. Zipping along to the end.

Wrench had interpreted what Goodie had said as that the Tongsta in security was watching her.

Zntik came right back, held her arms up, and covered her mask with them.

“No one’s watching mom,” Wrench said as he looked back to her. She had drifted closer to the vent. “Zntik is looking at the security room. We’re okay right now.”

Goodie laughed at that.

“Mm, well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re here. I feel better already,” Goodie said. “This… coating… on me is preventing me from accessing my powers. I’m not much good to anyone right now, dear.

“Talk to your father. See if he has any ideas. I’m just glad you’re here.”

Goodie seemed to settle beneath the vent and went still.

Wrench had no way to prove it, but he was certain Goodie was relieved.

Letting the vent close, Wrench pushed open the other one to find Captain Boyfriend.

He had already moved over to be nearer the vent.

“No one’s watching right now before you worry,” Wrench stated after confirming Zntik wasn’t there. She was playing look out. “How’re you Dad? Mom said to talk to you about how to get you two out.”

Captain Boyfriend chuckled, then sighed.

“Well. First, we need to figure out how we’d get off the ship,” Captain Boyfriend began. “Good to see you by the way, Wrench. Very good to see you. I honestly figured you’d show up at some point. I tried to tell your mother, but you know how she is.”

“I do,” Wrench agreed with a grin. “Okay… way off the ship. Should we blow part of this one up?”

“Oh yes,” agreed Captain Boyfriend. “Definitely. Just selectively. Now, Bud, who do you have with you?”


Chapter 23

Wrench sighed and then shrugged as he looked at everyone else in the carrier.

In the end, Captain Boyfriend had relayed everything to them, that they had already honestly considered. Looking for places to blow up, how to sabotage the ship, how to figure out where best to hit them, and how to break Goodie and Captain Boyfriend out of their cells.

The last of which ended up being the easiest.

Wrench would just fling himself into the Tongsta control in the security room and unlock the restraints that coated them and let them out, as well as the door to the cells.

That single security room was likely in charge of the entirety of the jail wing where they were being held. Which was also why the vent was separate.

Everything else was going to require them looking around, listening, watching, and getting information. Only to run it by Dad and Mom and see what they think.

“That’s the extent of it,” he said.

“I think we should have two people with Mom and Dad at all times,” Stripe put in quickly, her hands pressing together where she sat in the carrier.

Everyone was in the clothes they had under their suits. The carrier had its own oxygen supply and a great deal of it. There was no reason to remain in their suits other than to be uncomfortable.

“If for only the fact that they know we’re here and working on it. I know I’d feel better with one of them there and I was somewhere I couldn’t leave,” she continued. “If I was in quarantine or something, it’d be good to have one of them there with me.”

“I mean, Seventh, Tickaht, Nunnkish, Zntik, and myself, will all likely be zooming about and looking for things,” Wrench murmured, likely coming to the same conclusion everyone else did. “That really just leaves you and Squeak. Would you two be okay doing something like that?”

“I wouldn’t mind it at all,” Stripe answered then looked to Squeak.

“I’d prefer that than staying here in the carrier,” Squeak offered with a smile. “Stripe and I can take turns talking to them and watching at the same time.

“It’s a valid thing to do, and I think it would do well for us. It’d also allow us to quickly build out a schedule for when the guards are on and off duty.”

Ah, that’s a good point.

Tickaht and Nunnkish came up to the airlock of the carrier and hovered there momentarily. Looking to one another and then back to everyone inside.

Oh.

We came in, closed it, and took our suits off.

They can’t do that if we’re already in here. That’s somewhat problematic.

I didn’t even look to see if this had an air-lock failsafe.

Getting up, Wrench moved to the airlock of the carrier and looked into it.

The whole thing didn’t make sense to him if he was honest.

It interacted with an airlock on a Hab somehow without threads or connectors, yet bonded itself quite firmly to it when it did so. It took significant effort to knock a carrier out of the airlock.

Thankfully, there was an emergency airlock flap that would activate should it be knocked off the airlock. Wrench had been forced to repair it several times.

While it wasn’t a great solution, they could come and go from the airlock emergency seal as needed.

Pressing his fingers into the emergency sensor, he wriggled them around trying to find the small electrical component that often died in these carriers. It was the size of his thumb and shaped like a rectangle.

He felt his fingertips touch what he was sure it was, then just pushed against it forcefully.

It cracked audibly and a sheet of carrier see-through glass flashed out behind him. Sliding up against the side of the carrier wall and lodging itself there.

It could be pushed and pulled out of the way, but only so long as there was atmosphere on the carrier interior and the airlock port was closed.

If it was open, the emergency airlock would remain shut.

Nodding his head, Wrench pulled at the strange material, wondering again at just how Tongsta managed it, and then pushed back into the enclosure of the carrier.

Tickaht and Nunnkish didn’t need to be told what to do.

They had already come around, waited for him to exit the area, then opened the airlock’s port.

Which caused the emergency airlock to stiffen.

Wrench tapped at it with a smile. He could only begin to wonder at what the Hume homeworld would be like with Captain Boyfriend leading the way for Hume technology.

The airlock went quite soft the moment Nunnkish pulled the port closed again.

Wrench pushed the emergency airlock wall to the side, the atmosphere of the carrier flooding the small area the two Grae were in quickly.

Tickaht was already stripping out of her suit. Pushing and pulling at it while shimmying about and making it come free.

Zntik had been nude in the suit and Wrench imagined both Grae would be nude as well.

Deciding to act properly for Grae standards, he watched curiously as Tickaht managed to wriggle out of her suit and Nunnkish started to.

Surprisingly, Tickaht’s nipples were considerably darker than he remembered. To the point that it was noticeable.

“Do we need to make sure we get something for the Grae, Squeak?” Wrench asked, looking away from Tickaht’s breasts and to the Mender. “Last time Tickaht and I were alone she got sick if you remember.”

“I do remember. We can make some changes and-and… and… Tickaht?” Squeak asked, her voice taking on an unidentifiable tone. She was staring at Tickaht.

Wrench looked back to the Grae who was looking down at her chest. Her hands held up as if she weren’t sure what to do with her own breasts.

“What’ve you done!?” growled Nunnkish, also gazing at the Grae’s chest.

“Who?! When!? How could you!?” Zntik hissed from behind him.

“I didn’t,” whispered Tickaht. “I didn’t with-with anyone. I’ve only ever been with Wrench. Only Wrench. He’s my only and ever.”

Tickaht had said it all in a strangled voice. As if she weren’t quite sure of her own words.

Tentatively she reached out and thumbed her own nipples and winced a little.

“I thought they were just being sensitive because we had so much sex,” Tickaht mumbled.

Nunnkish had frozen as the other Grae spoke and now was tearing off her suit with abandon. Leaving her helmet on in fact and just getting out of the suit itself.

In seconds she had bared her chest partially.

Her nipples were equally dark.

If not darker.

“Only with Wrench,” Nunnkish murmured, then grabbed her breasts and squeezed them almost viciously. Only to press her knees together and squirm away.

“I miss something?” Wrench asked and looked to Zntik and Squeak who were standing side by side now.

“Oh… just… you know, doing mind bending things that only you can do,” Squeak declared with a sigh and a shake of her head. “Early signs of pregnancy for a Grae are dark nipples. Like that. Their hormones activate very quickly. It’s usually a sign after only two or three weeks.”

Wrench nodded his head.

He understood now that Squeak was saying Tickaht and Nunnkish were pregnant.

They had stated that he was the only person they’d been with.

Which of course meant he was the father.

“In other words, in dialing my reproductive system to abnormal levels, I can knock a Grae up and have done so. Twice,” Wrench summarized, suddenly glad he hadn’t made a move on Zntik.

“I’m pregnant,” Tickaht murmured. It wasn’t a question to her. “Squeak, my pee was very green this morning. Very green. I thought I was just maybe getting sick.”

“Mine was very green, too,” Nunnkish added.

“Mm, yes, I’ll have to start keeping an eye on you two as well as everyone else,” Squeak ordered with a small nod of her head. “From now on, what you eat, drink, urinate, and defecate, must all go through me. All of it.

“You’re also on the ‘no sex with Wrench’ list with the rest of us, I suppose.

“Not till I can monitor and keep track of things. Maybe I’m being paranoid, maybe not. It’s not worth the risk.”

Stripe had a sudden and wide smile at the news, nodding her head excitedly. As if this were good news to her. Even going so far as to clap her hands together in short little pats in front of herself.

As if she were applauding that Tickaht and Nunnkish were pregnant.

That or that she was the only person he could have sex with.

“I’m so glad you’re both pregnant!” Stripe gushed. “Kat, Nun, when the time comes, I’m auntie Stripe. Okay? Auntie Stripe. I’m going to have Squeak dose me so I can become a wet nurse for all the babies.”

Pregnancy, not the sex.

Hm.

Good thing I can dial the sex drive down to nothing despite being surrounded by beautiful women.

Zntik approached Wrench from behind and laid her hands to his shoulders. She immediately began to gently rub at him and then leaned down to whisper in his ear.

“Congratulations! I’m very curious to see what a Hume and a Grae will produce. Do you think they’ll look more like you or us?” she asked in an excited way. Though there wasn’t anything sexual in what she did, Wrench couldn’t help but want to lean back against her. To get closer to her warmth. “I’m thinking it’ll obviously be more like you.

“In fact, I’d be willing to bet it’ll be a Hume that comes out with some Grae features to mark them out, but nothing that your own genetics wouldn’t over-write.

“You’ll be a great father, Wrench. I’m so excited for you.”

Wrench reached up and put a hand to Zntik’s hand even as everyone else quickly moved to Tickaht and Nunnkish. The two Grae so deeply shocked that they were just standing there.

No sooner had he put his hand atop Zntik’s than the Grae leaned in to him and slid her left arm around his middle, her right hand remained under his own.

She pressed up close to his back and held to him.

“So excited. Do you think they’ll have Grae red and black, or Hume white and color?” Zntik asked. Her warm breath washing over his ear and neck.

Holy hell.

This is insane.

I’m so glad that I’ve got my system bottomed out right now or I think I’d be panicking.

I’m essentially making a new race. A new race entirely.

Neither Grae nor Hume.

Graeme?

Hrame?

Shit.

Could a Graeme and Hume have kids?

Wait, I’m also having kids with Squeak, a Deme.

At some point down the line, would a kid I have with Squeak, mix with a Graeme, as well as from someone like Seventh? Ten or eleven generations from now?

What would happen then?

Zntik was gently rubbing herself against his back, one of her hands against his shoulder, the other pressed to his hip, her arm wrapped about him.

***

Over the last two weeks, Wrench had been endlessly watching the Tongsta.

Noting their schedules, what they were doing, and how they were behaving. Everything about it and what was going on throughout the ship as they developed their plans.

Realistically, there wasn’t much to note after the first change of personnel.

It just began repeating from there. There were no deviations and no changes at all.

Wrench was now able to time what was happening and would happen with near down to the second perfection.

“It’s time, isn’t it?” Zntik asked, gently running a hand back and forth against his back. “I’m here with you. It’ll be alright. Didn’t I take care of everything so far? Wasn’t I right that everything would be okay?”

“You were right,” confirmed Wrench, staring at the Tongsta fiddling about at the Tongsta machine.

He couldn’t actually deny what Zntik had said.

While everyone did their part, and took up the tasks they felt comfortable with, somehow, someway, Zntik had been there whenever Wrench had needed something.

Often before he knew it.

When he needed a touch, a pat, a hug, she was there.

A warm word, a laugh, or a question, she appeared and did just that. Even coming up with jokes so bad that he ended up laughing at the awfulness of them.

Zntik was always there, fixing him at the slightest hint that he wasn’t at his best.

“Now, just because you go straight to going deep into the Tongsta machine doesn’t mean I approve of the relationship,” Zntik teased with a laugh. “I’m glad you’re using protection.”

“Ugh, really Zin?” Wrench asked, turning his head to peer into her helmet.

He found her grinning, ear to ear, her entire face alight with mirth at her bad joke.

“Really, really. You should be more careful. You get everyone pregnant. I’ve worried more than a few times that if I share food with you, you will somehow get me pregnant,” Zntik continued, her hands patting him on the back several times. “Now. Get your game face on, Hon. Time for you to get in there. I’ll be here of course, and I’ve got the tether. You’re not alone.”

“Yeah. I’m ready. I’m ready,” Wrench said and gave his body a light shake. He didn’t move away from Zntik. “Thanks, Zin. I really appreciate you.”

“I know you do. I’m here for you, Hon,” Zntik murmured. Then she pressed her helmet to the side of his own. “Mwah. There’s your good luck kiss. It’s the best I can manage with both of us in helmets.

“You’re prepped, you’re ready, you’re set for this. You can do this. You will do this.

“You’re amazing, you’re Wrench. This is nothing to you.

“There is very little you can’t achieve due to your greatness and amazing abilities.

“Now… as soon as they’re gone, get in there. I’ll be here for you in all ways.”

Mmm, all ways, you say.

She watches me when I have sex with Stripe, but she doesn’t ever allude to anything. She teases, flirts, and sometimes makes a very placid suggestion, but that’s it.

Taking in a short breath, he exhaled it quickly.

They had managed to collect some waste matter from the security Tongsta. Through means that’d made Wrench wish he could wash his suit, but that had needed to be done. It was in an empty Hume food crate next to him.

No sooner than the Tongsta at the security panel left, he was supposed to go in, cover himself in the Tongsta shit, then get into the machine. They were going to test out what the options were for breaking out mom and dad in the near future.

That meant understanding what all was possible, and would require a test run at the very least.

A tether had been wound around his waist and Zntik was in charge of getting him out. Stripe and Squeak would be acting as scouts at the doors.

Seventh, Tickaht, and Nunnkish would be running distractions if something went outside of their plan’s scope.

Given their preparation and awareness of the Tongsta schedule, there wasn’t a likelihood of something going awry. Everything had been watched several times over and no deviations had been noticed.

Despite that, their planning beyond even knowing all that was just in case of things going wrong. Wrench despised not having a backup plan.

The Tongsta disconnected itself from the console and hovered there. Likely mentally collecting itself before it left the security room.

Zntik’s hands moved back and forth across him, rubbing and caressing him.

As if he was a worry rock that needed to be worn down under continued touching.

He enjoyed it a lot.

After a minute, the Tongsta then left, exiting the security office and leaving it empty at this time.

Captain Boyfriend hadn’t been able to advise them of why there wasn’t a Tongsta at the console for this period of time. Guessing that maybe it was a breach of security and protocol or just something of an oversight.

Regardless, this was their opportunity.

Zntik pushed up the vent, patted him on the shoulder, gave him a wide smile, and nodded her head.

“Go get it, Hon!” she whispered fiercely.

Wrench grinned at her then went forward. Dragging along the Hume crate filled with Tongsta shit along with him.

Reaching the machine, he put the crate over the top of himself, then forcefully crammed himself bodily into it. Wriggling around to get it all over himself.

Once he felt suitably covered, he clambered back out, then gently pushed it to the side.

It wouldn’t go far given that this was zero-gravity for anything not in a suit.

Moving into the Tongsta machine, Wrench buried himself deeply in it, closed his eyes, and got comfortable. He was confident in the people he surrounded himself with to make sure he wasn’t in trouble, or that they could help him if a problem did occur.

Right now, it was his turn to do something, as he was the only one who could interact with the machine.

“Welcome back, xxhht,” said the computer voice.

Rather than reply with his voice, Wrench tried to leverage his ability to interact with the device directly. He wanted to log into the systems window and see what was available to him.

It responded immediately to his request.

Wrench was presented with a system window he could practically see. One that listed out all the possible uses for the machine and the opportunity to pick up where he had left off.

He picked that one immediately.

This would immediately tell him what the Tongsta had been up to before leaving.

What came up was an odd thing that he didn’t understand.

It was as if he was looking at a video screen.

Or a monitor.

On it, was a group of Tongsta moving through one another. Often seemingly at random as far as he could tell since they all looked the same to him.

Wait.

Uh… wait.

This is… this is porn, isn’t it? This is porn.

The security guard was watching porn.

That makes almost too much sense.

Ha, alright.

Back-back to the system window.

Though doesn’t that mean I watched a lot of Tongsta sex?

My original Hab, the Tongsta did this a lot. A lot, a lot.

Almost for hours at a time.

Huh.

That’s kinda funny.
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Wrench began to cycle through each command available in the system window.

Realistically, there were only three that he could see.

The first was some monitoring equipment to which Goodie and Captain Boyfriend were being watched. As well as the fact that there were no other prisoners.

It did fortunately control the system that kept mom and dad locked in.

Exiting the monitoring system, he fled back to the system window.

The second was the armory for this security room and the third was communication and correspondence. Neither of which really gave him anything more or less than what he had genuinely expected.

While this was a security room, there didn’t seem to be any ship wide security that they could access. Nor had they found any other locations that they could reach.

For all they knew, the security system was located on a separate ship or some type of annex that wasn’t part of the main ship.

He activated the armory so that it would open and then began to casually sort through the communication portal. Flicking through each message and trying to get a feel for what was going on here.

Thankfully he knew that the others would already begin taking things from the armory that they could use. Weapons that would let them end a Tongsta’s life, like a tunneler.

As he read through the communiques, he found most of them were in regards to what was going on in the greater Gran Clan.

That with the abduction of Goodie, and that the Grand Clan had been found guilty of doing so, an army of Nav-cerers had formed up and were actively waging war on the Grand Clan.

To the point that the Grand Clan had to take them seriously and were now working to redeploy their military. As well as calling up all their allies, forces, and anyone else they could get to join the fight.

Except, no sooner than the army began to mobilize, several ships would jump in, grab the enemy, and jump out.

No ship that’d been taken had been heard from again.

All of them were assumed lost.

Casualties were mounting extraordinarily fast.

To the point that there were multiple calls on the Grand Clan to release the “Grand Lady Goodie” immediately. That there was no way for the Grand Clan to fight this war, or that they were even legally holding the Grand Lady Goodie.

It’s a damn Civil War.

So long as Goodie’s side never gets spread out they can systematically take apart anything the Grand Clan puts together. They’re going to have to come up with a countermeasure to Nav-cerers or learn how they’re doing it.

I wonder if those not-Pirates are utilizing this time to their advantage.

They probably are.

There was a pull on his leash which was the only warning he was going to get.

Wrench immediately logged out of everything as fast as he could. Closing it all down.

He did remember to load back up the porn the Tongsta had been viewing.

A few seconds after he got that settled, he was jerked free of the Tongsta device.

Unable to focus, his mind a bit scrambled, he just let himself be carried off by Zntik.

The Grae would take him where he needed to be, and he trusted her to it. That she would take care of everything and all he had to do was let her.

He got his eyes to open, and he watched as Squeak and Stripe zipped up to the other vent, the former carrying the crate they’d used.

Then he was back in the shaft, the vent was pulled down quickly and he was now looking out through the slats.

Before he could even contemplate it, everything was as it should be.

The Tongsta that’d left came back into the security office.

Without any show of concern, or an increase in speed, they hovered on over to the Tongsta machine and interacted with it quickly.

Only to pull one of their tentacles out and hold it up.

They hesitated, then stuck their tentacle back into the machine.

Ha, they’re wondering why they got shit all over their tentacle.

Alright.

Zntik had wrapped him up in a full hug and guided his head down into her shoulder.

Her hands were moving up and down his back, her chest pressed to his, and holding tightly to him. Only to begin gently rubbing herself against him in a horribly distracting way.

“Did it. It’s all done. Nothing to change with the plan,” he informed her.

“Good job, Hon. Good job. You’re amazing. You’re great! I knew you could do it. You can do anything,” she positively reaffirmed him. “You’re the best. You can do it all. You’re the only one like you. You can achieve anything.”

Wrench only curled into her, clutched at her, and closed his eyes.

Drowning in her kind words and care.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to luxuriate in it long.

Zntik gathered him up and guided him back to their hidey hole.

Squeak and Stripe would remain with mom and dad for now.

There would be a period of time where they’d be waiting for everyone else to arrive then tell them everything.

Which wasn’t that much.

Their plan would have to be exactly as they had already thought out.

Open the doors, kill all the Tongsta that they could with tunnelers, which would mostly be up to Wrench and the Grae, then guide Goodie and Captain Boyfriend to the side of the ship where their shuttle yet remained.

For some reason, they never got rid of it.

“Okay, Hon. Back safe and sound,” Zntik murmured, and Wrench snapped himself out of his fugue. He had been mentally drifting and hadn’t realized they’d already made it back to the carrier. “Let me clean you off the best I can. There’s only bits and pieces left, but there’s no sense tracking it into our home, you know.”

“You’re so very not-Grae,” he blurted out.

“Of course I am. I’ve told you in many different ways I want you to look at me and long for me. I just do it without saying it,” she replied with a chuckle. Somewhere, somehow, she’d gotten a two-foot square of fabric and was now running it back and forth against his helmet and head. “I’m very direct in all that I do and say, it’s just not done or said in a Grae way. My motivations are quite Grae.”

“You don’t even respond when I stare at your chest,” he said accusingly as she worked the fabric down along his shoulders and upper arms.

“I mean, you look at me often. You stare at me, really. I can always feel your eyes on me,” she admitted, then let out a throaty, purring, laugh. “Yet it seems the less I respond to it, the more I don’t acknowledge it, the more you do it.

“You even look at me while talking to other women. I’m quite pleased with the responses I’m getting. My Grae instincts have guided me well with you.

“You look at me and long for me so much.

“I feel your yearning.

“I just have to keep presenting you with this side of myself and you’ll… keep your eyes on me. Won’t you, Hon? Please?”

The way she’d said the last was such a silken request that Wrench just nodded his head, staring into her helmet.

All while she diligently scrubbed and wiped at his suit. Turning the fabric this way and that to clean him quite well.

“Mm, thank you, Hon,” Zntik said, then pressed her helmet to his again and made a kissing noise. “Mwah. You’re such a good man. A great man. I’m pleased to spend so much time with you.”

Zntik carefully lifted his arms, scrubbed under his armpits, then went down his torso.

Pushing and rubbing at him all over.

As he stared at her face, he noted the deep red color that was the whole of her visage. That putting her hands on him like this had turned her on deeply.

Except she wasn’t acting on it.

She was, if anything, being so incredibly demure about it, that he would’ve assumed it was a Hume blush instead of a Grae one.

Even as she rubbed at his crotch, he realized she hadn’t lingered there.

Nor did she stroke at his privates in a deliberate way in a way to fondle him.

Prompt, quick, diligently, she cleaned him down all the way to his boots. Then flicked the fabric down and into the darkness below them.

Escorting him smoothly into the carrier, she got them both inside and looked him over critically. Only to reach out and put her hands to his helmet.

They’d have some time to kill before the others arrived if everything went well. They were all in different areas of the ship after all.

Their returns were pre-set to coincide with Tongsta shift movements.

“Zin,” Wrench began, really not quite sure how to say where his thoughts were.

“Yes, Hon?” she asked, gently working at his helmet. She got it off with a light pop and then set into getting him out of his suit in earnest.

“How long have you planned this?” he asked instead of what he wanted to ask.

“Since I first saw you on the ship. Why? Is something the matter?” she inquired as she began to gently fold his suit over and draw him out of it. Carefully assisting his arms out and then bringing it down toward his feet.

Much like the Grae did, Wrench preferred to be naked under his suit.

“You planned all of this. From the beginning,” he said accusingly.

“I did admit that. Are you alright, Hon?” asked Zntik as she gently folded his suit up and set it to the side, then put his helmet on top of it. When she turned back to him, he saw her face was even redder than previously.

Her eyes had skittered down to his privates only once and rocketed back up to his face.

Then she smiled at him and began to work at her own helmet and suit.

“I’m just-I… no. Nothing’s wrong. It just feels weird,” he confessed. “You’re not like Nunnkish, where I told her to look at and long for me, or Tickaht, who is very, very, very, Grae.”

“I’m very Grae, Sweetheart. I just realized I could do it in a different way,” Zntik reminded him again. For perhaps the fourth time. He was surprised in that moment that she wasn’t frustrated with him. As if reading that thought, she laughed. “It’s fine. I don’t mind repeating myself, you tasty thing. I like that you’re so curious and interested.”

She gets a bit more aggressive with her speech when she’s… randy.

When she pulled off her helmet, he realized she was breathing heavy and hard. Her face was absolutely glowing inside and out in a redness that looked nearly painful.

“Ah, I must look a mess. It’s not fair that we Grae wear our… arousal on our face,” she said and fanned at herself with a hand. Then she laughed, set her helmet down and quickly got out of her suit. She had been wearing clothes underneath, unfortunately. “Don’t give me that look. You can bother Nunnkish when she comes back. She’ll be here first.

“Don’t think you’re fooling anyone that you and Nun were breaking Squeak’s ‘no sex’ rule. I’m fairly certain she’s well aware of it.”

Wrench could only nod his head.

He couldn’t deny he had been thinking of trying to get ahold of Zntik carnally.

Waiting for Nunnkish didn’t sound bad either. He was more than willing to spend some time with her.

She made him feel desired in a way that was always intense, bordering on desperate. That all she needed was him, time with him, or just his affection.

It was quite similar to how Zntik made him feel rather cared for, though as Nunnkish was a physical feeling, Zntik was an intimate one.

In the end, he got what he wanted from everyone in his inner circle, just in varying degrees.

“Whew,” Zntik said, still fanning at her face. She looked to him and gave him a genuine smile. “It’s hard to be a good woman when all I want is you, Hon. You tasty thing.”

***

Nunnkish was indeed the first one to arrive.

Just as Zntik had predicted, she immediately went after Wrench, and they’d been able to have their fun while Zntik just watched.

Once done, the three sat and waited for everyone else.

Chatting about not much in particular.

Slowly, everyone came back, one by one.

No one asked any questions about how it went, no one offered anything on how their own side ended. They all just came in, settled themselves, and waited for the others.

The last to arrive were Squeak and Stripe, who had to wait for the Tongsta to leave again.

When the two Deme arrived, everyone ended up staring at them and waiting for them to finish going through the airlock.

“Well,” Stripe murmured as the two of them pulled the emergency airlock to the side. Her suit and helmet in her arms. Then her face blossomed with a smile. One that really gave her a beauty that couldn’t be argued with. “I’m glad everyone made it back. Very glad.”

Stripe looked like she was going to go sit down next to Seventh, but Wrench wanted her near him. Next to him, in fact.

To that end, that the moment their eyes met, he patted the empty spot next to him. He had made sure to keep a spot open specifically for her.

Because in the end, she would be the only one not pregnant.

While she clearly looked outwardly okay, that she wasn’t bothered by this and instead was excited about becoming an ‘aunt’, he wasn’t quite sure. She was already somewhat cracked, and he didn’t want it to worsen.

Blushing deeply, her eyes dropping, Stripe slowly walked over to the side of the carrier and put her suit and helmet down. Then came over to Wrench’s side and sat herself down next to him.

Wrench deliberately moved closer to her till he was side to side with her. Then took up her hand in his own.

“Well, shall we begin?” he asked, squeezing her hand. “I got access. The terminal provided me with access to the cells for mom and dad. We can release them easily from it.

“It was also the control for the armory. What’d we get out of it?”

“Everything,” Seventh said with a laugh. The attractive brawler grinned and shrugged at him. “Twenty tunnelers, a bunch of things I don’t know the use of, and a number of those weapons that shoot hardening pellets. We took everything.

“Cleaned it out down to even the medical kits.

“I figured, if it was empty of everything, they would be more likely to wonder what happened. That maybe someone changed some type of protocol, rather than it was someone taking one individual item.

“Then again, I could be wrong, but it doesn’t matter. I’m sure we can find a use for all of it. It’s not like they’ll be able to figure out what happened.

“Their security is terrible, just like Dad said. Even if they check, they’ll just see one of their own having opened the armory, the cells unopened, and nothing wrong.

“Though we might want to wait a few days to see what changes, if anything.”

“Yes, yes,” Squeak agreed. She was currently sat down next to Nunnkish, had her fingers to the Grae’s wrist and seemed to be giving her a very basic physical. “It seems as if they’re operating on a three-to-four-day rotation. If we can wait that long, it would be good to see if there’s any changes in what they’re up to.

“We have more than enough food and water to last us for another month or so before we’d have to ration it. At which point we’d have enough for three months.”

“I suggest we begin eating the Tongsta… food… and reserve our food for the Grae,” Stripe said quickly. “We know that we don’t suffer much ill-harm from the Tongsta food, but the Grae do. I… they’re pregnant, too.”

“A valid point,” Squeak agreed.

“We’ll wait the four days and yes… it’s regrettable but I agree. We’ll eat normally for the next month, swap to Tongsta food after that, and shift the regular food resources to the Grae,” Wrench agreed. “Unless anyone has a counter point?”

“I dislike it,” Tickaht put in immediately.

“Yes, I dislike it,” Nunnkish confirmed.

Zntik merely shrugged her shoulders, her hand coming up to lightly scratch and tickle at Wrench’s back and spine.

“I don’t mind either way since I’m not pregnant. I’ll consume the Tongsta food,” she stated.

“You’re not?” asked Stripe in a confused tone, looking over at her.

“I have no sexual partner, Stripe. It’s hard to get pregnant without one,” Zntik said with a warm smile for the other woman. “I’m sure I’ll find one soon enough, but I’m taking it slow.”

Stripe only nodded her head fractionally to that.

“Alright, well, let’s start prepping for our plan then. Because nothing else changed,” Wrench continued without adding to their own conversation. “We set up explosives on their engines or prime them to blow up.”

“I relieved myself in them last time,” Tickaht said brightly. “There are many things that do not react well to our urine or feces. Hume and Grae both.”

“Ahhhh, yes, that’ll work. We’ve been saving our waste after all,” Squeak said while staring into Nunnkish’s face now. “You are far too vigorous with your sexplay. You’re burning calories faster than you’re taking them in. No more breaking my rules or I’ll be cross with you.”

The Mender said the last and pointed a finger at Nunnkish’s nose.

“You may dial down your sexplay to a point where you’re just laying there and you may continue to be my test subject, or we end this and I make Kat punish you,” warned the Mender.

“Yes, Mender,” Nunnkish said in a way that reminded Wrench of how a wilted flower would look after a scolding.

“Explosives. Engine room. If we can find another armory, that’d be a good target as well. If not that, then anything that just explodes,” Wrench finished. “We’ll tunnel the security Tongsta, release mom and dad, give them weapons, and move ahead of them from the vents.

“Take them straight to the bay so that they can escape on the shuttle.

“Anything to add or change?”

Everyone shook their head at that.

It had been their plan going into this, and it was unchanged now after having tested the defenses of the enemy.

Things were in motion.
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Five days came and went.

There were no changes in the security protocol in any way.

It was almost as if the Tongsta didn’t even realize that the arsenal for the security room had been raided. Nor did there seem to be any type of awareness that the terminal had been used.

Mom and Dad both were under the opinion that there was indeed another section of the ship that they couldn’t access. That was more than likely where the general population was and that where they were now was limited to the heads of the Grand Clan.

As well as the prison.

For the “Grand Clan”, what they had seen so far just didn’t match up with even what Wrench would expect. None of it matched for something that was supposed to be in charge of the entirety of the Tongsta.

With no changes, they decided to move forward with their plan. There was no reason to delay.

Delaying was just inviting something to actually change, something that they would then have to adapt to. To risk waiting longer was asking for problems.

“Alright,” Wrench muttered, watching the Tongsta at the machine. “I just have to get in the moment he leaves, throw all the security levers available, and get mom and dad moving.”

Nodding his head, Wrench took in a breath and then let it out. He could feel his body shuddering as he did it.

There wasn’t anyone with him at the moment, everyone was elsewhere, tending to their own jobs. Their own parts to play in their plan.

Everyone was needed and they would still have to scurry this way and that to get things done.

To the point that Wrench was quite literally on his own to get himself out of the Tongsta terminal. Where he would need to pull on his leash to drag himself out of the goop by his own power.

The rope was tied around his waist at the moment. The other end was tied to the slats in the vent and quite snug. The knot wouldn’t be coming undone any time soon.

He had been paranoid of the idea of screwing up the knot and getting stuck in the Tongsta machine. So much so that he had tried more than a few different ways of knotting the rope until it didn’t seem as if it would move at all.

They had also planned a backup just in case something did happen, but that’d require waiting for Zntik to rush over and make sure he had escaped after she tunneled out any Tongsta that came down the hall that led to cells.

Wrench had to dial his system down.

Again.

As he stood here waiting, covered in Tongsta shit, his body’s stress kept going up and up regardless of what he did to forcibly bring it down.

He had been trying to take it easy on his body until he needed to move. Before they started the operation he had quite literally turned his digestive tract into something that would process anything it ate and left no waste at all, then promptly ate a barrel of Tongsta food.

And a second one, too.

He was topped off with calories right now but that didn’t mean he had a free pass to burn it all at this moment. Whether he would end up needing it or not, he was determined to keep it all available until that moment when and if it came.

To have too much fuel after the fact would be a lot better than not having enough.

He’d done that too many times by this point, and had determined that if he could pre-load calories he would.

Standing there, Wrench was getting impatient.

It was almost the time the Tongsta would be leaving his console. Giving them the chance they needed to get everything started.

The Tongsta withdrew their tentacles from the device and seemed to quiver. A jiggling motion that Wrench hadn’t noticed previously.

Only to go still.

Perfectly still.

Slowly, an entire minute ticked by.

As it had always done previously, the Tongsta than left the room.

No sooner did the door close than Wrench threw open the vent and flung himself forward. Shooting toward the machine and the goal of springing mom and dad from prison.

He could feel the rope stretching out behind him as he flew.

Wrench slapped into the Tongsta device and immediately went to connect with it.

Time was incredibly limited, and every second would count for them.

Because the Tongsta who had just left the room was probably already dying or maybe even dead. Seventh was laying in wait with a tunneler to take their life.

Because one less security guard would be better for them, rather than sparing their life.

No sooner was Wrench able to access the system than he opened the cell doors, flung open the armory, and then tried to shut the whole thing down. Turn off the entirety of the system.

He wanted to force it to shut down and go unresponsive.

He had no idea if it’d work, but it was better than leaving it open for someone else to come in and access easily. Any type of confusion on the part of the enemy was preferable.

Not bothering to wait and find out if it worked, Wrench instead disconnected himself from the system, grabbed the rope, and began hauling on it.

Slowly, pulling against the extreme pull that wanted to keep him in the center of the Tongsta device, Wrench managed to drag himself free. Inch by inch, hand over hand, he steadily got himself free.

The Tongsta goop that’d been all over him was peeled away by and large as he did so. Remaining with the device as it always did.

Wrench felt an odd slip in the tension of the rope that made him go still. He had only his ankles left in the device, and he was almost free, but what he’d felt had cooled his insides and gave him an emotional lurch.

Looking along the rope, he saw that it hadn’t come untied.

It was being cut by the vent itself.

While the vent wasn’t that sharp, or so Wrench had judged from touching it with his suit covered hands, it was apparently sharp enough to fray the rope he’d been using. It was partly unwound now, and several of the strands that the rope was composed of had been split away.

Gnawing at his lip for several seconds, Wrench realized he didn’t have another option.

He started pulling again.

This time he tried to do it without moving the rope. Hoping that a lack of movement might help negate some of the cutting action that the vent was eliciting.

A grimace stretched Wrench’s face as he pulled slowly against the rope.

Even as he watched, he could see the rope continuing to splay apart.

Deciding to just go for it, Wrench pulled with a great deal of strength while pushing forward with his suit.

At the same moment he did so, the rope came off with a pop. Snapping away from the vent and coming toward him.

Wrench shot forward as he broke free of the Tongsta device as well. His ankles coming loose in that final pull and push.

Closing his eyes, Wrench took a slow breath. Relieved that he’d freed himself without having to wait for Zntik. It meant he could go check on the others and see if they needed any help from him.

Right as he opened his eyes, the ship rocked violently around him.

Jolting horrifyingly to one side, then upward.

Unfortunately, Wrench remained floating exactly where he had been. He hadn’t been attached to the deck or touching anything.

Which meant his momentum was null compared to the ship, which clearly had just struck, or been struck by, something. Causing the dizzying shift he just was forced to watch.

At least, right up until the wall came at him again and slammed into him at an impressive rate of speed.

Inadvertently, a stray thought broke free with the strike.

I bet this is how a bug feels when you slap it out of the air.

The motion came to a sudden stop and Wrench was left stuck to the wall.

Thankfully, the suit had decided he was best stuck against the wall rather than coming off it when the movement ended.

“Okay, whatever the fuck that was, it was bad. I don’t think it was us either,” Wrench muttered, and then moved away from the wall hesitantly. Afraid it would come out to slap at him once again. “We were definitely setting up some explosions that would’ve gone off, but that would’ve been more like… making a room explode. Not shake the entirety of this massive fucking ship around.”

Wrench was positive something had gone horribly wrong and outside of their expectations.

He needed to find everyone else and figure out what had happened, and do so with alacrity.

Making a snap decision, Wrench decided this wasn’t the moment for him to go into the vents and look for an easy way out without being seen. That this was no longer the time to be stealthy.

It was a time of action and immediacy.

Flitting over to the armory, he looked inside.

There wasn’t a single thing in it.

It didn’t seem as if they had even realized that the armory had been cleaned out since last time.

“Fine,” Wrench grumbled and dashed up to the nearby vent.

A tunneler had been secured there just in case it was needed.

Wrench wasn’t sure he would need it, but it was better to bring it with him and get rid of it later if he didn’t use it. Much more so than if he suddenly needed it and just didn’t have a means to defend himself.

Throwing open the vent, Wrench grabbed the large tunneler, gave it a quick check, then shot off toward the door. He knew it would open for him as long as he held the tunneler next to himself.

His own body mass added to the tunneler’s would be just enough to get the door to open up.

Passing right through the door as it opened, Wrench took a hard right and blitzed his way down the corridor. His goal was to make it to the end of this hall, down an open shaft that he had no idea what the use was for, into another hall.

There would be six or seven turns from there and long stretches of halls, all while he moved along the green line on the wall, and he’d be able to make it to the loading bay.

Without emotion, he noted a dead Tongsta in the hall. A pool of their own goop all around them with a tunneler sticking out of the husk.

Seventh got him.

Wrench rocketed down the hall.

When he made it to the open shaft he zipped in, spun, and exited almost without ever slowing down. His mind and body were keeping up far faster now to everything that was going on.

To the point that he found it almost strangely slow.

Slow and without difficulty.

Shooting through the next hall, Wrench blasted along the green line. Taking each turn at high speed and rushing along. Moving through the whole of it with almost no concern at all.

There were, however, several more Tongsta corpses.

More than a few of them even had hardening weapons on their bodies along with spent tunnelers. It left Wrench a bit concerned for Mom and Dad, but if they had already gotten to this point, then it wouldn’t be an issue.

At least for Goodie and Captain Boyfriend, that was.

Wrench came to a dead stop as he crossed over an intersection where a massive tear had been rent through the hull. The ends were still glowing hotly as if it’d been struck by an intense heat.

Pausing at the massive gap, Wrench gazed out of it and into space beyond.

Not far off, he could see several massive Tongsta ships exchanging beams of light back and forth. As well as several that looked more like strange clouds of gas.

“Fuck me,” whispered Wrench as he watched for a few more seconds. “It’s the renegades. The pirates. The rebels. Isn’t it?

“They took this as an opportunity to attack because the Grand Clan went and got itself caught up with Goodie. Goodie’s forces in return started neutralizing any force that came their way.

“And when else would be a better time to attack than when your enemy is distracted.

“Here they are. Attacking. While the Grand Clan is deeply distracted, and according to Dad, still deeply unaware of how dangerous the ‘pirates’ are. They didn’t listen to anything he said about them.

“Shit. Another enemy the Grand Goodie Clan will need to crush I guess.

“Because the Grand Clan taking Goodie the way they did certainly sparked off a civil war.

“Mom is very much the MC in almost everything she does, I swear.”

Turning, Wrench shot off again. He needed to get to the loading bay and get off this wreck. There was no telling what would happen with a battle going off not far away.

Reaching the bay, Wrench didn’t see anyone.

Nor did he see any corpses or signs that anyone had come through.

Moving with speed to the shuttle at the back of the bay, where the Tongsta had put it and seemingly forgot about it, Wrench hoped he would find everyone inside.

He only slowed when he entered it and could now see into the interior.

No sooner had he looked to the back of it than he found Goodie, Captain Boyfriend, Stripe, Seventh, and Tickaht.

Nunnkish, Zntik, and Squeak weren’t here.

Which was odd to Wrench.

Squeak should have returned with Stripe.

Nunnkish would have made it back with Tickaht.

Zntik would likely be right behind him.

“Wrench, Nunnkish, Zntik, and Squeak are missing,” Goodie hissed. “Please, go find my babies? We’re safe here in the shuttle and no one will know we’ve left for a time. Dad handled a number of the Tongsta security guards. There aren’t many left, and they won’t be worried about us.”

Wrench only now noticed that Tickaht was covered in Tongsta goop and there were literally twenty or so hardening pills not far off. Stacked there in a strange way.

Captain Boyfriend was slumped into himself, but seemed alright. He did have several patches across him.

He must’ve taken a number of hits meant for mom.

“Squeak was with me until everything shook,” Stripe offered up. “Then she wasn’t there. I looked for her. A lot. But then mom and dad kept getting attacked and dad got shot ahead of me so…so… so I moved on. I didn’t want to, but I had to. Please go find her? It was right outside the cells.”

Stripe genuinely sounded distraught to Wrench. To the point that he felt like her mask was going to slip and she was going say something she really shouldn’t.

“Nun never showed up,” Tickaht offered, gently wiping Tongsta goop off herself. “I had to come a different way. Part of the ship collapsed with that strike.”

Apparently no one had seen or heard any news of Zntik.

“I’ll find them all,” Wrench said, turned around, and left. Shooting back the way he’d come.

It was an easy answer to give, as he wasn’t about to leave any of his people here.

The only reason they wouldn’t be on the ship as it left with him, was if they were dead. Dead and he couldn’t drag their corpse back with him.

Given how quickly things happened after he had deactivated the cells, he assumed the best place to look would be quite close to the exit of that area, entering the next hall.

Thankfully, Stripe had just about confirmed that for him as well, so he’d start in that area.

Going back the way he came from at maximum speed, Wrench tore through the spaces. His mind filtering out all the useless bits and bobs of information that he noted as he blew past.

Automatically categorized as not quite worth his attention, but cataloged for later by his brain.

It left him with a mild distaste for what he had become as of late, making him feel much less Hume and more like a machine.

As he turned back onto the hall that would lead him toward the cells, he was surprised to realize he didn’t need to go any further.

Zntik was struggling across the ground of the hall at an awkward fast walk. Her boots thunking to the plate with each step as they magnetized themselves and released with the next foot hitting the plate.

Trailing out behind her were Squeak and Nunnkish both. The two of them tied to a rope that looked a lot like the one Wrench had been using. Neither of the two were moving and seemed to be unconscious.

“Wrench!” gasped Zntik, coming to a stop and waving an arm at him. “Oh bless me, Wrench. You tasty, handsome, incredibly perfect Hume. You’ve found me.”

Hunching to one side, Zntik put a hand to their waist.

“Please, take Nun and Squeak and take them back. Then come back for me. Their suits are damaged and they’re not doing anything other than being a dead weight. The suits don’t want to move at all and they’re both unconscious, I think they hit their heads but I’m unsure. They’re both alive,” Zntik explained. “My own suit is damaged and can’t fly. It just propels me down to the ground. That massive shakeup threw me around something bad.”

Wrench didn’t like that idea at all.

Swooping down, he simply scooped Zntik up and then began flying back the way he came.

Only to realize she was absolutely right.

He was struggling to go upward as well as forward. The other three suits were all wrecked and weren’t doing what they were supposed to.

Unfortunately, the suits were a type of thing he didn’t know how to fix, let alone how they worked. They were a technology so foreign to him that he now hated himself in this moment, because he had never bothered to truly figure out how they worked.

The few times he’d asked about it, Goodie and Captain Boyfriend both had ended up emitting a series of unintelligible statements. Nothing made sense.

“I’m the problem, Hon,” Zntik murmured and gently patted the side of his helmet. “My suit is actively pushing. Their suits just aren’t helping. Can you even imagine what it’d be like to try and get me through that shaft?”

Wrench really didn’t want to consider what she’d just said, but she wasn’t wrong. It’d be almost impossible to get her down that with how hard her suit was working against them.

“I’ll make this work,” growled Wrench as he continued to push onward. He had energy to spare. “One way or the other. I’ll make it work.”

There was no way he was leaving behind Zntik of all people.

With how much warmth and tenderness she’d given him as of late, there was no way he could let her remain here.

“If you don’t leave me here, it’s likely something worse will happen,” she argued. “We’re on a time limit. Aren’t we?”

He couldn’t argue with her about that.

So he didn’t.

Wrench just kept pushing forward against all the forces working against him.

Slowly, he made progress.

Much faster progress than Zntik had been making on her own.

Determining that when he got to the shaft, he’d clock his systems way over their limits and let his strength and stamina handle the burden for him.

Except it didn’t matter.

Something struck the ship again and Wrench suddenly found himself hurtling through space with a speed he could barely contemplate.

Zntik was in his arms, Squeak and Nunnkish trailing behind him on the rope that’d been tied around them, both still unconscious.

Zipping away from the Grand Clan ship.

He even spun once as the suits malfunctioned.

Giving him a great view of the Grand Clan ship.

Letting him watch.

Watch as it rapidly got further and further from him. No matter how hard he struggled with his suit though, he couldn’t seem to get any closer.

Then he realized his suit was just as damaged as everyone else’s and Zntik’s was pushing them in a random direction now.

Deeper into black space.


Chapter 26

Wrench stared at the incoming object.

He had no idea what it was, truthfully.

It was large, dark, and oddly shaped.

As far as he could tell, there was no movement to it, no lights, nor anything that would clue him in to what it was.

Just a large, looming, dark shape that they were hurtling toward.

For one reason or another, Zntik’s suit had guided them here.

For an entire hour they’d floated endlessly through space like this. Hurtling along as her suit forced them ever further away from Goodie and the Grand Clan ship.

From safety.

Now neither Squeak, Nunnkish, nor Zntik were awake.

Unfortunately, Wrench couldn’t even tell if the first two were alive, given he wasn’t able to reach them without pulling on the rope. Which for all he knew would loosen the knot or knock them loose.

Nor did he want to spin around to look at them, as he was currently holding Zntik in his arms.

For all intents and purposes, he was the anchor in this unexpected chain, and he had to keep everyone with him.

Unfortunately, he had no idea how he’d manage it, given what was likely a giant asteroid that they were moving toward. Since a great many of these were just rock, or so Goodie had told him when they had chatted about charting space, he’d probably just bounce off of it.

The magnetic boots that suits came with wouldn’t be much good at all.

His mind tripped over the idea that it didn’t actually matter, however.

Even if they did manage to stick the landing and land on the rock, they wouldn’t be leaving it. Nor would there be any possibility of getting off of it with their suits as damaged as they were.

Wrench didn’t have it in him to quit though.

I mean, I trudged through a Clan ship while dying and blew it up with a nuclear bomb. I can keep going till I drop.

Then claw my way forward when I can’t walk anymore.

Wriggling in zero gravity wouldn’t do him much good.

Except to get him to spin.

He wouldn’t be able to generate motion or thrust, but he could generate spin.

Bringing his body into itself, curling around Zntik, he then thrust out and threw his body around a bit.

Slowly, weirdly twisting himself around the Grae repeatedly, Wrench managed to get himself aligned to the point that his feet would impact whatever it was they were heading toward first.

If he could manage that impact, he could probably manage the rest. Because once his feet were planted, he could let Zntik float there without any inertia, turn, catch Nunnkish on her way in, let her float, and then do the same for Squeak.

He could get all three women safely floating without inertia, and without letting them collide with the asteroid. With that as a goal, he could at least fix the momentary situation.

Fix the broken bit in front of me, move to the next.

Just like if this was a machine or a tool.

Fix the part I must, then move to the next.

Just fix the—

Wrench’s thoughts were cut off as he made contact with the surface of the object.

The only reason he had known it was there at all was it had been so large it’d blocked out all the stars behind it. Creating a strange shadow space that could be seen if for nothing else because it was that dark.

That and he’d dialed up his ability to see in the dark to unimaginable levels. He was sure he was burning calories at a fairly rapid rate.

As soon as he could, Wrench tried to stand up without putting any effort into it. He needed to not fling himself off the asteroid.

Only to find his feet were firmly attached to it.

As well as the fact that the surface of the object was incredibly smooth.

What?

Not allowing himself to think further on it, Wrench released Zntik after pushing her feet down to the ground. Her boots locked in place easily.

Turning, he found Nunnkish only feet away.

Catching her, he realized he wouldn’t have time to release her before Squeak arrived.

Moving the Grae to his right side, Wrench reached out with his left arm to the incoming Deme.

Only to be surprised when Squeak’s hands grabbed at him the moment his arm touched her. Clasping to him tightly and then pulling at him to nestle herself against his side.

Carefully, Wrench set Nunnkish’s boots to the surface and watched as they magnetized and locked into place.

Then he just put his arms around Squeak and held her.

He could feel her trembling wildly against himself.

“Wrench? Please, please tell me it’s you,” Squeak urged after pressing her helmet to his.

He still wasn’t sure how they could transmit sound when they were this close, just as he hadn’t been sure when Tickaht and he had been stranded, but at the moment, he was glad for it.

“It’s me, yes. Nun and Zin are here too. They’re unconscious, I think. I hope. They haven’t said or done anything. You can’t really do anything for them since we’re in deep-space, in suits, and… well, a vacuum, but they’re here. Zntik is the one who roped you up and brought you along.”

“I-yes. I will make sure they’re fine as soon as I can. But… where are we? We’re in deep-space? How?”

“Got ejected off the ship somehow and everyone’s suits were damaged. We got propelled right out of there. Didn’t get a chance to do anything other than grab Zin and the rope she had on you two.

“Now we’re on… well, it’s not an asteroid. The ground is perfectly smooth. I want to say it’s a ship given how smooth it is. But I can’t confirm that.”

“Ah, yes, that makes logical sense. We should attempt to find an entrance then. I’ll just-just… ah… yes. Thank you, Wrench. My breeder. Thank you as ever.”

Squeak said all this while pressing herself against him as if he were a heated sheet on a cold night. Rubbing herself against him.

Then, faster than he wanted, she released him, got her boots to the surface, and locked herself in place.

“Alright. Let’s search. You hang onto Zntik, that way we keep both ends of the ropes. That and I can’t see anything,” Squeak admitted with a rueful laugh. “When I say, ‘let’s search for an entrance,’ I really just mean you I guess.”

“Mm, I’ll do my best. Even with my eyesight dialed all the way up I had no idea what we were on till the boots hit,” admitted Wrench.

Moving over to where Zntik was standing, he gently reached down and disengaged her boots one at a time. Pushing at the manual release knob on the side near the ankle.

Scooping her up, he held her against himself and then set off at a steady walk. Clumping along the exterior of what he was fairly certain was a ship.

At least it wasn’t just a rocky asteroid where we’d slowly all die of dehydration.

A lot better than that.

This is at least a chance.

Wrench quietly thumped along.

Still pretty fucked, though.

***

Several hours went by as they trudged along what was now most certainly a ship.

A very large, round, ship.

Wrench was feeling pretty worn out by this point.

Halfway through, Squeak hadn’t been able to lift her legs anymore.

The pull of the magnetic boots had kept her from floating off, but they were also a lot harder to lift each time. She was a diminutive and healthy young woman, but she wasn’t fit like Seventh or the Grae.

Now she was holding onto Zntik with the rope gently wrapped around Wrench’s middle. He was hauling all three women along behind him as he searched endlessly.

“Ha?” Wrench said aloud, his eyes picking out something.

It wasn’t on the surface of the ship though, it was off to the side.

For one reason or another, it had a single light on it. A light that seemed quite similar to the types he had seen on some Tongsta shuttles.

It was somewhat distant, but moving closer.

Toward the ship that they now stood on.

Gritting his teeth, Wrench dialed up the strength in his legs, shifted his musculature a bit, and made sure his bones were sturdier.

No sooner had he finished than he started moving at a strange and halting jog.

“Wrench!?” Squeak squeaked.

“Ship!” he responded.

They had been close enough to chat as they wanted, but Squeak had advised them to breathe softly and gently to preserve their oxygen. Talking would only waste it.

Thumping along, he was able to make good speed and time. Closing rapidly on where the ship was coming in from.

“I see the light!” Squeak provided, as if now only spotting it.

Wrench grunted and ran on, his boots fighting him every step of the way to provide him with safety rather than speed.

The shuttle began to slide into the ship and Wrench realized that he wasn’t going to actually make it. Despite his best efforts this was too much for him.

Hunching low, he wound himself up, hit the manual release of his boots, then thrust himself forward with all the power he could manage.

Like an arrow he was launched with speed and purpose. Flying straight toward the shuttle now.

He felt a rebound against the rope as the others’ momentum was forcibly brought up to his own and he was slowed down briefly. Despite that, they were still moving much faster than they had been when he was running.

This just happened to be a do or die moment where there were no second chances.

It was unlikely he’d be able to get his feet down on the surface of the ship without just about losing a foot. He was moving too fast now for that sort of thing.

I mean, really, even if I do make it to that shuttle in time, aren’t I going to splat into it at high speed?

Ugh, so will everyone behind me.

This was a stupid idea, but staying out here is even worse.

In seconds, they flew straight to the shuttle, which was nearly completely inside the larger ship now, with only the rear bit of it sticking out.

Thankfully it was a fairly large shuttle, which meant there was still a good portion remaining.

It would be close though if Wrench didn’t miss his guess.

Very close.

The time to impact was coming up fast and Wrench quickly wriggled around, putting his feet first. Next he wriggled about till he was facing backward.

In jumping as he had, he had drug Squeak, Nunnkish, and Zntik into a clump behind him.

Alright.

Take the hit, then catch them, I’m softer than the shuttle is by orders of magnitude.

“Wrench! You’re going—”

He simply ignored Squeak’s warning. There was no doubt in his mind that she was going to tell him he was about to crash.

His feet slammed into the shuttle, and he felt things in his ankles and feet break. Bones giving way under the sheer force of the impact.

And then the trio of women arrived.

Wrench caught them all bodily with his arms, chest, and head.

His knees bent, his waist bent, and his back bent.

Utilizing the entirety of his body as best as he could like a spring, he welcomed the blow and caught them all.

When his back slammed into the shuttle, he realized he was now bent entirely backward.

As well as the fact that it felt like something in his knees had ripped, torn, or broke, too.

The saving grace was that as far as he could tell, all three women were unharmed.

They were resting against him as he partially laid against the shuttle’s hull.

“Wrench! Are-are you okay?” Squeak hissed as she struggled against the press of bodies to get her helmet facing him.

“Hush. They’ll hear us,” he wheezed as his body immediately began repairing itself.

The doors to the ship were closing behind the shuttle now that it’d entered. Large doors that he could now see as the interior of the bay they were in, which was exceedingly well lit.

Slowly, they closed, and Wrench realized he couldn’t remain here.

Turning his waist, he plunked down Squeak onto the hull, her boots locking her in place.

When Wrench went to lift a foot, he realized he couldn’t.

His legs were unresponsive.

“Squeak, get us out of here,” he pleaded, and reached down to hit the manual release for his boots again. If there had been any gravity here at all he’d have tried to crawl across the ship on his hands.

At the moment, he wasn’t going to be able to propel them very well.

“Yes!” hissed Squeak, who then began stomping her way toward the edge of the shuttle. Dragging along Wrench, Zntik who was now in his arms, and Nunnkish.

Grunting, huffing, Squeak loudly made it to her goal.

Her head turned one way, then the other. Searching the bay for somewhere for them to go.

Wrench hadn’t seen anything of note other than a number of shipping containers and crates.

No other shuttles were in the bay.

Squeak reached down and detached one boot, then coiled herself down, hit the release on the other boot, and jumped. Wrench did his best to shove off the shuttle with one arm in the same direction to try and lessen the loss of momentum that’d hit Squeak when the rope pulled back.

Which was a good thing he did, as when the momentum did rebound, it nearly brought them to a stop.

Squeak simply didn’t have much strength in her legs. The force she had put into them hadn’t been that great to begin with.

“Ah! Ah-ah-ah,” whined Squeak. Her arms flapping at the air as if she could swim through zero gravity. It wouldn’t do much other than tire her out.

Slowly, they floated off to the wall.

As they got close, Squeak began squirming about wildly. The Mender had no idea how to maneuver her body around to get herself oriented appropriately.

She hadn’t managed it by the time she hit the wall. Her feet touching to it accidentally as her body struck the metal.

“Oh,” she whimpered, and then managed to get herself standing.

As that all happened, Wrench worked to make sure neither Nunnkish’s boots nor Zntik’s struck the wall. The last thing they needed was either of them getting magnetized there.

The three of them gently made contact with the wall as Squeak began clumping off toward a shipping crate. She had decided that was the best place for them at the moment and he wasn’t about to question her.

He hadn’t had any better ideas after all, and it wasn’t as if he could do anything at all to help. There was no doubt in his mind that his lower half was quite ruined at the moment.

With any luck they could find some calories for him to refuel himself with.

Huffing, puffing, and sounding exhausted, Squeak moved onward. Her steps slowing down with every one.

“Unngh,” she groaned and failed to lift her foot up. Then did it on the next try.

Several more steps and they had made it to the crate.

Grasping it, Squeak stood there, taking in loud breaths. Nodding her head, she then reached down, hit the release on her boots, and began to move slowly hand over hand along the crate. There was just enough of a finger hold that she was able to move them along.

Just very slowly.

Though that was fine.

They only had to get to the top since the lid had been removed.

You know, for beings that hate square shapes, they sure use them a lot for shipping and the like.

Surprisingly, Squeak got them over the lip, then down and inside rather smoothly. Using just her arms and hands.

Inside of the crate was a great deal of items Wrench couldn’t identify.

“O-okay,” whimpered Squeak, all four of them now piled up in the corner of the crate. “Okay. Done. I-I need-need to start… working out, or-or-or something. Oh my goodness. I’m so-so winded.”

“Are you out of shape?” Wrench asked, genuinely curious.

“I’m not overweight but I’m-I’m-I’m not as fit as I probably sho-should be,” groaned Squeak. Floating unlovingly in the crate next to him. “Given this is a bay th-they should atmosphere it in a-a-a little. You can upgrade your lungs a-and check it for us. Right?”

“Yeah. I’ll check in a bit. Right now I’m kinda broken below the waist. Like, everything, I think,” Wrench admitted. “So once I do test the atmosphere, we’ll need to find me calories. I need fuel and you probably need water. Not to mention supplies to check on our Grae.”

“Yes,” squeak agreed, still not moving. “Yes. We-we will need to do that. I wasn’t able to inspect them at all, but they look ju-just unconscious. Maybe a sharp blow to the head? Something along those lines.

“That or something entirely Grae. It isn’t pregnancy, since as far as I know you haven’t slept with Zntik.”

“No,” Wrench confirmed. He was currently staring at his system and the red blob that was the lower half of his body. There were a great many broken things, and they were slowly being repaired.

He had forcefully dialed down the rate of repair to take it slower for the moment so he didn’t burn through his calorie supply. He wasn’t sure how long it’d be before they cleared the bay, as Squeak had pointed out.

Once it was clear though, they’d have to find somewhere to hide.

At least until Goodie tracked them down.

There was no doubt in his mind that all four of their implants had pinged into something the moment they entered the ship. Likely it had sent their reports off immediately as well.

Though, I wonder, is that a security problem?

I should talk to Dad about it.

After all, no one suspects a Hume as an infiltrator.

It’ll ping my location immediately so long as the implant is working.

“—go from there. Or something like that. I’ll find out. I always find out. It’s what I’m good at,” Squeak continued. “I’m the Mender. The Wrench Hab Mender. Responsible for an entire cadre of pregnant women.

“Though I do want you to go impregnate all those beautiful Hume you already studded with. I’ve convinced Stripe of it. I’m not going to apologize for that. I want more test subjects, and she wants more children.”

Wrench snorted at that.

His innate nature of wanting to “Fix” things had already partially curbed him around to the idea of fixing the Hume race in the long term, by producing a large number of children.

For now, we wait.


Chapter 27

An hour passed before Wrench couldn’t wait any longer and he pulled his helmet off.

The idea that Zntik and Nunnkish were dying, suffocating, or already dead, left him chilled to the bone. He needed to know they were alright.

Upon removing his helmet, they found that the environment wasn’t great for Hume, but it was workable. You just had to breathe a bit harder, and it made the lungs itch to a degree.

Thankfully, Squeak was able to confirm both Grae were fine, though they had most certainly banged their heads. Either on the interior of their helmets, the walls, or something else.

She couldn’t be certain, but she was fairly confident that they would be alright. Medical intervention would be useful if they could get Hab Mender tools, but that felt like a longshot.

Right now, they were just exploring the bay as best as they could with only one working pair of legs between four people.

Squeak was acting the part of the anchor and Wrench was roving about on the end of the rope. Nunnkish and Zntik were tied into the middle of it now.

Floating listlessly.

Thankfully Wrench was able to explore with his hands on the walls. Slowly moving himself about as he moved along the cracks and seams. Exploring crates and finding a lot of things that did nothing for them at all.

Much like the one he’s just crawled into.

Sighing, he looked to Squeak at the foot of the crate and shook his head.

This was the last of what was here, and they’d found nothing at all. That meant they’d need to leave the bay and try to find somewhere else to be.

Immediately, Wrench’s thoughts went to the vents.

Their trusty safe space that’d been usable almost every time that they had a need to move through a ship swiftly.

Except there were no vents on this ship.

It’d been surprising to say the least, but whatever means they were using of pushing atmosphere around, didn’t require the use of vents at all. There were no entrances or exits to the inner workings of this massive ship that they could see.

Then again, in my past life, I didn’t even realize the whole of the Tongsta civilization I had interacted with was based on a bunch of ships in space.

Letting out a tight breath, Wrench grabbed the edge of the crate and gently pulled. Propelling himself toward Squeak.

At the moment, he was more or less being used like a boomerang and a grappling hook. His legs were mending, as well as the rest of his lower body, but it’d take time unless he wanted to blow out his calorie reserves.

Which given he had no way to know when they’d eat next, sounded like a really bad idea.

Squeak got her hands on him and held to him, arresting his momentum.

“Well, we have two options. Go seeking shelter, or hide in a crate and hope it gets moved elsewhere that might be better,” said the Mender with a sigh. “The latter option leaves us in the hands of fate, which I really don’t like. I want to try and find something I can use to help our Grae with.”

“Agreed. That just leaves… exiting the bay and seeing what else there is out there. I didn’t even see the Tongsta leave the shuttle, did you?” Wrench asked.

“No. They were moving quite quickly for their kind. They didn’t hesitate. They just… left,” Squeak admitted with a grimace on her face. “Were we not just in the middle of a battle? If we were able to make it to the ship, it couldn’t have been that far, could it? I… there’s so many questions that I wish I knew the answer to.”

I mean, that’s a good point. If this is not so far away from the Grand Clan, then they’ve been in the middle of a full-on space battle. They’re rushing about and not likely to be paying attention as much to things as they would normally.

Is this actually the small and narrow window of time that we could get into the ship, find a place to hunker down, make it a nest, and then begin working to improve it?

I feel like it is.

“We’ll go in. See what we can do. Let’s get to the door,” Wrench stated and then grabbed at Squeak.

The Deme went still just as she always did when he did this. He wasn’t sure if it was just that he had his hands on her or something else entirely.

Grabbing her boots, he manually disconnected the magnets.

Then grabbed her ankles, spun, and threw her with as much strength as he could manage. It was hard to manage since he wasn’t locked to the deck-plate.

As quickly as he could, he put his hands to the ground and then shoved, throwing himself backwards in the same direction he had thrown Squeak.

It was the best they could do to get their momentum up without losing any. Given they were responsible for keeping the Grae’s momentum from snapping around, it was a tough thing to manage.

They were doing their best to protect them while also moving with some speed.

Each of the four of them were on timers, and for the Grae, they weren’t sure of what those timers said.

In no time at all, they made it to the door that led out of the bay.

It was thankfully open, and whoever had gone through it last hadn’t decided to close it, or it was meant to remain open at all times.

Either way, Wrench was thankful.

Grasping the edge of the frame, Wrench looked out of the bay and into the hall.

He was delighted by what he saw.

Directly ahead of them, at the end of the hall, was most certainly a storage area.

The door was also open and inside Wrench could see a great many crates piled up. A lot of them on top of one another.

In his last life, he had often ended up scrounging for things in an area just like this.

There was always something to steal and make use of.

Most especially, Tongsta food.

For some reason, the Tongsta never put their food separate to where they moved cargo. There didn’t seem to be a need to refrigerate it or keep it under any type of environmental control.

“Is that storage?” Squeak asked in a whisper as all four helmets slowly clattered against her, moving past him with the continued moment.

“Yes, and it’s where we’re going,” Wrench stated and flung himself forward.

“Ennchh,” grunted Squeak as the rope twisted over and then pulled her up behind him. He knew he was being rough on the three of them, but he needed to get them somewhere.

Anywhere.

Where they could rest, recuperate, and treat the Grae.

Gliding across the corridor with some speed, Wrench and his group were able to clear the gap. Moving swiftly into the storage area and the crates inside.

Unfortunately he’d underestimated how fast they were going, and he would have to end up paying the price again to make sure everyone else was safe.

Wrench simply let his back strike a crate and then turned around. Spreading his arms out.

“Oh, oh, oh, no… you’ll get hurt more,” whined Squeak as she barreled toward him.

“You’ll fix me,” he said with a smile a moment before all three women collided into him. He simply took the hit and redirected them upward. Squeak would be able to grab the edge and pull them into position.

He made sure his pain receptors were more or less turned off, though he certainly did note that his body responded with a great deal of pain. A large amount of it.

Catching them the way he did had put strain on his pelvis and waist.

Which were both broken in several different places.

At the moment, he had more joints than anyone would ever want to have in their lower half.

I’m more like a broken toy than anything else.

Squeak grunted, huffed, and pulled herself over to the other side of the crate. Then started pulling on the rope, drawing the other three up to her own location

As Wrench was brought up he found himself staring at the ceiling above.

“Dirty,” he mumbled, staring at what could only be something exploding in the storage and spraying its contents across the ceiling. Spraying it liberally in something that was bright green. “Dirty?”

Blinking several times, Wrench stared at the massive stain.

His brain finally connected the dots on why this felt so strange to stare at.

Because he had often stared at it in his last life when he had been clambering through the storage area to find things. When he was tired, he’d lay down in zero g and stare.

“The dirty spot,” Wrench said as Squeak pulled him up to herself.

“Are you alright?” she asked in a whisper. She sounded quite nervous for him.

Wrench coughed, shook his head, and then turned over. He looked to where the hole in the corner should be located, partially hidden behind a crate that would never be moved for almost any reason.

A crate that was filled with literally broken bits of things that no Tongsta had ever wanted to touch. That they had deliberately filled with sharp bits and things that often made Tongsta take one look at the crate and decide it wasn’t worth it.

“Saw something,” he muttered and then pulled himself toward the back corner. Where there was indeed a crate that was almost certainly filled with trash Tongsta hated.

Squeak must’ve pushed off behind him as he didn’t feel much momentum loss behind him.

Reaching the corner, Wrench wriggled into the gap between the crate and the wall and slid into it. Pushing ahead, he found exactly what he had expected.

A hole.

“Haha… ha… hahahahaha,” Wrench got out as he felt his mind do a weird circle of thoughts.

Crawling ahead, he pushed into the hole and found himself in the resistance front area.

A dead end that if any Tongsta looked into would just see a darkened hole of nothing at all.

Pulling at the ground with his hands, Wrench moved to where the metal would peel back with almost no effort and did so. As he had done many times before.

On the other side was the Hume resistance.

The ugly, thrown together, not-Hab Hab, that was where Hume had tried to live a life without Tongsta. A life that was so hard scrabble and rough that in retrospect he couldn’t even begin contemplating wanting to be here.

Except there was food here.

Hume medical devices.

Tools to help Nunnkish and Zntik.

Everything to help his comrades was here, even if he didn’t actually want to be here.

“You… who are you?” asked a feminine voice, just beyond the seal that kept the oxygen inside of the resistance Hab.

She was young, perhaps no older than nineteen.

Pale gold hair, soft-green eyes, and a fairly normal though better than average build and body type. She was attractive and had a very warm personality.

If a bit of a coward at times.

Though that was all based on how Wrench had known her in his last life.

His one-time wife, Beckie.

“I’m… Wrench,” he said, staring at her. “We escaped a Tongsta shuttle. We were hiding in the storage room and found a hole in the wall… then… came here.”

Beckie frowned, a delicate look that made her features seem almost sharp in a way.

With an exhale, Wrench relaxed. For the first time in a while.

He wasn’t exactly happy to see Beckie, but he was happy that he could get treatment for those he cared for.

His body wasn’t feeling well, and he genuinely felt like he wanted to go lay down and sleep. He wasn’t sure if he’d wake up again though, given how much damage he had done to his body.

Right now he felt like he was walking the razor’s edge of pushing himself too far.

“I need medical help. As do two of my companions. I have a Mender with me. Squeak,” Wrench said and gestured to the Deme who had by this point floated over to be beside him. “We need medical aid and tools.”

Beckie nodded her head quickly at that and then undid the barrier, gently peeling it back enough for them to come in.

No sooner had Wrench crossed the threshold than he realized his mistake.

There was gravity here.

He fell to the ground, his body disliked that, and promptly sent him into a world of darkness.

Despite him having dialed his system down to the point where he didn’t feel it, it was still too much for his brain to process and blacked him out.

Only to wake up almost immediately.

Many hands were under him, and he was being loaded into a type of stretcher.

Blinking several times, he looked at those around him, yet didn’t recognize any of them.

Not far away, Nunnkish and Zntik were being loaded up in similar litters.

Apparently all three of them were about to be going for a ride.

“— handle it. I just need tools. Do you have a Mender here?” Squeak asked.

“No, not right now,” Beckie answered. “Normally Small-Boy is here, but he is currently stuck where the games Habs are normally. None have been held so he hasn’t had a chance to escape.

“He has all his tools and things here though. That’d work, wouldn’t it?”

“It’ll have to do. Just take me there. I’ll also need a vat of Tongsta food if you have it, I think,” Squeak added. He imagined she wanted high calorie foods to give him, but given the look of everyone, that probably wasn’t very likely.

“We have a lot of that,” Beckie muttered. “Most of us can’t stomach it. It’s just too… slimy.”

“Yes, I’m not fond of it either, but it’ll get the job done,” agreed Squeak. “You’re my assistant now. Your name is…?”

“Beckie,” said Beckie.

“You’re now Assistant Beckie. I’ll need your help with these three. While I’m there, please send anyone else who needs a Mender. I’m happy to treat everyone I can as a means to pay for our use of the tools and facilities,” Squeak explained.

“Okay,” Beckie agreed woodenly. “I’m sure we can accommodate that and make it happen. We’ve had a hard time without a Mender. We’ve never been without one this long. Small-Boy was always here by this point.”

Yeah, I could see that being a problem.

That sucks.

Wrench nodded his head as he was carted off. Being borne off in his stretcher and not having to do much at all. At least for the moment.

He figured that once he managed to get ahold of food, even if it was a barrel full of Tongsta slime, than he’d be asked to fix himself while Squeak monitored him. All the while chugging down the nasty goop.

She would want to test and monitor him again, he imagined.

It could be worse, I guess.

I never would’ve figured I’d end up here though.

Talk about coming full circle.

Though, doesn’t that mean that this was originally a ship that was either part of the Grand-Clan, or the pirates? Or, not pirates but… armed rebellion?

Whatever.

This whole Tongsta on Tongsta mess doesn’t even make sense at all.

Neither Goodie nor Captain Boyfriend had any more of an idea than I did about it.

“Is there someone named P-Joy here? Her name is Joy,” Wrench stated. He was curious how much of the history of his previous life had changed.

She had ended up here after the Hume Shelter originally, but Goodie had intersected with her life instead this time. He didn’t think for a moment that Joy, or Blue-Bill, would be here.

“No. No there isn’t,” Beckie said with a small smile. “You’re our first new face in a long while now.”

Yeah. Everything changed for them.

Everything.

The games are done.

Goodie stepped in with the Shelter.

It’s all unraveling faster and faster now from what it had been previously.

It isn’t just that this life doesn’t exist for me anymore, but it doesn’t exist for anyone else either. This whole place isn’t the same, and it won’t ever be now.

Though… I wonder if that nuclear device is still here.

I found it here after all, it might still be here.

Does that mean that originally I blew up this ship?

I wonder what it is.

I didn’t really explore it very well when I lived here last, but we also didn’t have suits.

If I can get Squeak’s suit, I could wear it, and then explore the ship as a whole. See what’s what and if there’s any Habs here.

That’d be a great idea to do that.

Until Goodie shows up at least.

I’m sure my implant pinged the system but… wait… why didn’t the implants in everyone else here ping the system? Are they not even in the system?

Something to consider I suppose.

Wrench only nodded his head and laid back on the stretcher.

There were a lot of things going through his mind at the moment.

A lot of things.

Turning his head, he looked to Zntik who had been pulled up next to him.

He saw her eyes had slitted open just barely.

She was watching him.

A smile creased the corner of her lips, and she reached out to put her hand on his wrist.

“You did good, Hon,” she murmured.


Chapter 28

Wrench yawned, put a hand to his jaw, and stretched to the side at the waist.

Only to freeze up at the deep and painful ache in his lower body.

A twisting, grinding, ice like pain that rode its way up and out of his joints.

Relaxing back into the bed, he instead turned his head and looked around the room, took stock of the lack of anything in it other than he and the bed, then the door.

Which was shut.

Squeak was earning their keep at the moment by being the Mender for the entirety of this Hab.

Nunnkish and Zntik had both woken up somewhat swiftly once tended to. Each had been suffering from concussions and other odds and ends that he didn’t ask about.

He only needed to know that Squeak had fixed it and that all were well.

Wrench himself was of course taking the longest given that he had broken quite a few bones.

Some of those bones had been broken in multiple places, in fact.

It was going to take his body time to repair itself.

A process that was considerably faster than it should or could be with normal limits, but less so than what he could force it to be. To force it to happen with incredible and ridiculous speed and burn up all the calories he had.

Which given that they were currently safe, in an environment with limited resources, and he didn’t want to draw too much attention, was entirely a bad idea. Even if he did fix himself, it wasn’t as if their situation would change either.

They would still be on a ship that wasn’t Goodie’s, lost somewhere in the vast space of the Tongsta, and without a way to reach out to her. For the first time in a very long time, Wrench had nothing he could fix regardless of what he wanted to do.

Even if he did get himself mobile, there wasn’t a way for them to move in this ship easily. All of the suits had failed in the end and none of them were functioning.

Any attempt to move around would result in them more or less hovering in zero-G and doing so without a guarantee the atmosphere would remain breathable.

Nor was there a way to fix the suits either. They were made in a way that only Tongsta seemed to understand.

Wrench had already gone over every suit the day after Squeak had settled into her Mender role.

The tech of the suits was just beyond him. There was something he couldn’t see, experience, or touch, that was powering them. Something that he couldn’t access with his limited Hume senses when compared to a Tongsta.

That was a plain and simple truth that couldn’t be avoided.

It didn’t make him depressed, or bring him down, as there wasn’t anything he could do about it. If there wasn’t anything he could do about it, there wasn’t anything to be upset about.

There was nothing to fix.

The door opened and Zntik stepped into the room, her eyes flicking to his face as soon as the door fully opened. Then a smile blossomed on her face, and she showed off her teeth in the doing of it.

“How long did you practice that smile?” Wrench asked suddenly. “It’s perfect. Effortless. You’re more Hume than many Hume.”

“We talked about that,” Zntik murmured and entered the room, closing the door behind herself. “We all have our own way of wanting to be looked at and longed for. I took my own path and I’m quite happy with it.

“Though… thank you for the compliment. It’s gratifying to hear you view me as so.”

“I mean, at this point, you’re like a Hume wearing a Grae suit. It almost feels wrong,” Wrench offered with a grin. “It makes every other Grae look all the more Grae.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Zntik said with a casual wave of her hand and wrist. It felt a lot like how Stripe would dismiss something, in fact. She crossed the room to where Wrench was laid out rapidly. “That’ll blur faster and faster with time. I’m just the first to do it. I know for a fact Nun and Kat are also working hard to do the same as I.

“Last I talked to them about it, they were somewhat desperate for it. Given that they were now carrying a Hume child, after all.”

Zntik reached him and gently plucked at the blankets. Rearranging them around him and covering him up. She lightly pulled at his clothes and adjusted them until they settled well across him.

“Yeah… that’s… I still don’t know how I feel about that,” confessed Wrench as Zntik carefully smoothed the blanket down over him. “I feel like I’m somehow making things worse with that happening. That it shouldn’t happen.”

“Mmm, honestly, I don’t think it’s an issue,” Zntik remarked, her fingers coming up to deftly flick Wrench’s hair away from his face. “It’s very similar to that… human… planet, in fact.

“Hume are not Human. There is a vast difference between the two just from what I can see, let alone, if we managed to get testing done.

“I think that the Wrench Bloodline will be much like that. Just with two branches.

“Those that came from Hume and those that came from Grae.

“Except no matter what you do, the number of those individuals will be very small compared to the population. There just isn’t a way for you to spread yourself fast enough, or far enough, to alter it.

“It’d be like… dropping the Hume population into the Human one. It’d be absorbed quite quickly and completely.”

Wrench hadn’t really thought about it like that, but it made perfect sense.

Even if he went and got as many women pregnant as possible, it would only be a drop in the bucket compared to the population.

A singular drop of water in a bucket.

“Less so of an impact even for Grae, as I deeply suspect that any child a Grae gives you, will be more Hume like. I’m not so certain that they’d be able to breed with Grae in the future,” Zntik murmured and finally pulled her hand away from his hair. She finally seemed satisfied with his hair. “I could be wrong, and those children could have a partner from either side. Even if that was the case, it still wouldn’t change anything.

“I wouldn’t fret over it any further. Just be the same man you’ve always been, and everything will be fine. Now… I’m sure you’re curious about things, you always ask questions whenever I visit. What would you ask?”

Smirking, Wrench was now convinced that Nunnkish and Zntik were taking turns for keeping him company. Because no sooner than one left, the other arrived.

On asking about the other, or Squeak, he had been told they were all working at the Mender’s tasks.

“How long have we been here now? I’ve slept a lot, so I’ve lost track a bit,” Wrench asked.

“Three days,” Zntik answered with a nod of her head. “Give or take. It isn’t that long and honestly, we’ve been very busy earning our keep with Mender work. Thankfully, no one is begrudging us any of our needs given how much she’s solved.

“Before you ask about her, she’s happy and enjoying being able to do her job. No different than you would be if we put down a bunch of broken things in front of you.

“Which, by the way, will likely happen. The Fixers here seem… less… than you or Gadget.”

Wrench clucked his tongue at that and felt the urge to fix his body and get out of bed immediately.

“Ah, no no,” Zntik murmured and laid a hand to his shoulder. “Your job is to remain here and heal slowly so we don’t raise suspicion, or waste resources.”

Smiling ear to ear at him, Zntik then leaned in and gave him a warm though quick kiss.

“I can certainly understand your thought process, but we’re doing the right thing, right now,” she advised him. “Rest, think, talk with whoever is here to keep you company. That’s all we can and should do at this moment.”

With a sigh, Wrench grabbed Zntik’s right hand with his left instead. He slipped his fingers through hers and held onto it.

“Ahh, my poor Hon. Is it that difficult?” asked Zntik and leaned over him.

With a foot, she reached over and snagged a chair and drug it over, rather than let go of his hand.

“You’ve already done so much. And in such a short time,” she continued and sat herself down lightly in the chair. “Hon, there is almost no-one who has done more than you have. I think anyone who would fault you for some down time would need to be fixed.”

Zntik had clasped his hand with both of hers now and was holding to it. With the hand that held the back of his, she was grazing her fingertips delicately along his wrist.

“And if it’s you who thinks he needs to do more, Hon, I will smack you, then sit on you. Even if it hurts you,” warned Zntik. “It’s time for rest for you. Besides, this is a grand opportunity for me to dig all sorts of information out of you.”

“You act like my wife,” Wrench mumbled, a warm and soft feeling suffusing him from head to toe. He only felt like this at all when he had been spending time with Stripe.

He hadn’t expected to find someone like her but as a Grae, that made him feel in a similar way.

“Well, if you’re proposing, I’ll consider your offer, Hon,” Zntik said with a chuckle. “We’ve barely made it past handholding and kissing though. Not to mention, if I ever let you into my bed I’m certain you’ll almost certainly put a child in me the first go round, and that you’ll want it that way.

“I’ve seen how you look at me, Wrench. You clearly want to ‘fix’ my womb to your liking.

“Now… enough of that. You can flirt with me later.

“Let’s speak of you.”

Wrench snorted, grinned, closed his eyes, and turned his head toward her.

He couldn’t deny he was actually deeply sexually interested in her.

Her playing coy, keeping him at a distance, and having the body she did, as well as the kindness and care she kept showing him, had enamored him quite well.

The idea of “fixing her womb” had crossed his mind more than a few times.

“Sure, ask away, because I don’t have any other curiosity questions,” he said, then opened his eyes and met hers. “Other than maybe… do you want me to fix your womb?”

Zntik gave him an oddly polite smile, blinked, and tilted her head to the side.

“Now, what I wanted to ask you about was your early life,” she said instead.

Even as her face became as bright red as it could be. Betraying that she apparently wanted to talk about his question.

I love that Grae can’t hide when they’re sexually interested.

***

Wrench gave the nut another quarter turn, squirted some mildly soapy water over the seal above the new flange, and opened the valve.

Then he lifted up his left hand and the monitoring device it held near where the leak had been and tuned it to carbon dioxide monitoring.

Watching, he waited to see if his correction had been all that was needed in the end.

Rather than pulling apart the entirety of the atmospheric condenser, which he really didn’t want to do. A task that would take multiple hours, rebuilds, and going through a series of overly sensitive parts that often broke just with being inspected.

The seal held and there didn’t seem to be any gas seeping through.

Except the monitor immediately began telling him that there was an instant increase in carbon-dioxide.

“Fuck,” Wrench hissed and let his hand fall to his side. “In other words, the flange did have a leak, but it wasn’t the leak that really needed to be fixed. Now I have to peel it apart and get it’s guts out all over.”

“Me or the doohicky? Because… I’d love it if you peeled me apart, played around with my guts from the inside, and spread me all over where-ever you want,” Nunnkish said in an almost pleading tone. She was currently laid out on the ground on a towel in what amounted to a swimsuit and little else. “It’s been too long since you pushed my insides around. Our baby doesn’t mind, I promise.”

They were on the top of the Hab area, and the false light was much stronger up here.

Apparently Nunnkish had wanted to “soak up the heat”, and had been cold often. Which he wondered if it was part of being a Grae and pregnant.

“Nun, we literally had sex like an hour ago. Right here, no less. You probably still have my sweat on you,” Wrench muttered, feeling somewhat stunned.

“It’s been too long. I need you inside me,” Nunnkish countered in a whining tone, unmoving on her towel.

The hell.

I’ll ask Squeak.

Maybe a ramped-up sex drive is part of it, too.

Sighing, Wrench drug his wrist across his brow and wiped the sweat away.

He wasn’t changing his system at all right now and he was feeling quite normal.

“I wish I meant you, Nun, dear. I meant the machine,” he answered. Nunnkish often needed a direct answer. As she herself would tell him, she needed direct answers.

“That’s fine. You can put your attention to me first, then do what work you need to do,” Nunnkish asserted. “Zntik will be here in roughly an hour or so to trade places with me. Squeak will be taking another Mender shift at that point.

“And before you ask, no, nothing’s different. It’s all the same and there’s just a lot of very sick Hume here. Not enough calories, too much work, and the atmosphere problem. Which you’re working on.”

Nodding his head, Wrench chewed at his lip.

The atmosphere had been a problem even when he’d lived here.

The Fixers hadn’t been able to correct the issue no matter what they did.

Wrench had already solved a multitude of problems in the day since he had left the bed. A great number of issues that he had personally taken care of previously and learned how to fix here.

This one though had always just been a bit beyond him, and something he had no idea how to fix no matter how many times he’d gone at the issue in the past.

So far, he had hit all the same roadblocks, arrived at all the same conclusions, and was now wondering if even now, with all his previous experience and new life, he’d hit the same end.

“Are you being playful, or do you genuinely want to have sex again?” Wrench asked, staring at the large machine that he really didn’t want to take apart.

“Genuinely want to have sex. My sex drive feels insatiable lately. I can’t seem to get enough,” confessed Nunnkish. “Even with Squeak scolding me to stop, I just can’t. I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s constant.

“I just… I just… I want you all the time. It never goes away, except for maybe thirty minutes after we’re done. Then it comes right back. It’s like something outside of me is forcing me to be this way.

“But I know it’s just me.

“Thankfully you don’t seem to mind, and I don’t care anymore what anyone else thinks. Besides, you love that I look, long, lust, and love you.”

“I admit it, I do. I do,” confirmed Wrench. He got all his sexual aggression and lust out on Nunnkish and bathed in the love and closeness with Zntik. All while Squeak played a middle-ground. She was determined to not have sex again until they were safe somewhere that she could act on her pregnancy if something happened. Wrench couldn’t stop thinking on something Nunnkish had said though. “An outside… force, huh? Environmental you mean?”

“Mm, yes. Except that I’ve had this never-ending need since before we came here, which means it’s really just me. I was just being silly, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Nunnkish murmured, then slowly rolled over onto her front.

“Outside force,” mumbled Wrench to himself.

In his mind, he was thinking about something that he had let his mind drift toward a few times already. That the nuclear device was here.

When he had first found it, he thought it was just a bomb.

One that would turn the Tongsta ship inside out based on what he had dug out of some old information. A lot of work had gone into it on his part and a few others to figure out how it all worked.

Even then, they had no idea that it would’ve killed Wrench as quickly and horribly as it had.

What if… what if it’s able to affect us even from where we are here?

The only reason I ever started exploring that whole place was because I could get to it from here after the Tongsta remodeled a wall. Made a perfect crawl space for me to wriggle through.

Wrench had found the device on accident in the end.

Despite all that they had done, and what they had felt like they had achieved, in retrospect, their successes had been minimal.

The only actual blow that’d been struck of worth had been Wrench blowing himself up in the end. Which Edmund had confirmed for him hadn’t even been that great of a blow either, though better than they’d managed so far.

A nuclear device found at the bottom of a Tongsta wall, in some strange area, that Wrench had never been able to get out of.

Now that I think about it.

Wasn’t that place really similar in some ways to the “ruins” I fought in for the Games?

It had similar material to it, but not quite.

And… and they did say that Small-Boy hadn’t been able to come back yet, which meant he was here.

Where else would he be if not here, when he was there to help with the Games.

I knew all this but never connected the dots.

Is where I found the nuclear device actually part of the ruins? Is it all connected and was that really a Hume city, once upon a time?

What else would be there, or around there, I wonder, then.

Could I actually get a lot more information about where my people truly did come from?

With my abilities now, I could probably get into the ruins where I couldn’t before.

I’m sure of it.

“Mmm, you’re staring at me so hard,” Nunnkish purred. “Are you going to come get me after all? I’d like that. Please?”

Nunnkish said the last and raised her rear end up, arched her back, and dropped her stomach to the ground, as well as her shoulders.

She ended up presenting him with a perfect view and angle to rail her into the ground from behind.

A position she often put herself in and seemed to enjoy.

“Don’t you want to make your Grae moan and honk for you?” she asked in a pleading way a moment before she slowly began to roll her hips back and forth.

“Sure, why not. Then… then I need to go get a welding torch,” he stated.


Chapter 29

With a pang, the large metal sheet gave way to Wrench’s forceful wrenching of it. His fingers and hands acting the part of clamps and bending the metal away as if it were little more than an aluminum can.

Rather than something far closer to a Tongsta deck-plate.

The magnetic boots he’d managed to salvage from the broken suits whined loudly at the strain but didn’t give out as he worked. Only going quiet when he let the tension go out of his arms and body.

Reaching to his side, he confirmed the heavy steel-shod hammer and spike he’d tied to his waist were there. With an excuse of “in case”, he’d decided to bring them with him just to see if he could power his way through the door that’d denied him previously.

“Good job, Hon! Way to go!” Zntik murmured, and then patted him on the back several times. “You’re so amazing. It’s always impressive how you can do such things. I’m always left in awe.”

Zntik’s constant praise ever left his ego feeling inflated and warmed.

The Grae pulled in close to him, hugged him from behind, and then kissed him loudly on the cheek.

“There you go, Hon. Your reward. Good job!” she said, then kissed him again on the cheek. “I know I’m just here to keep you company and be your cheerleader, but it was a treat to watch you work so hard clearing this.”

Unable to help himself, Wrench ended up putting a hand atop Zntik’s and held it there.

She was currently tied to him by a rope and more or less floated behind him like a kite.

She really was here to keep an eye on him and be a cheerleader.

Nunnkish had suddenly gotten incredibly ill, and she was now laid up while Squeak kept working in the Mender’s job. Squeak was making sure that this wasn’t some type of virus that had jumped from Hume to Grae, but there was the possibility of it.

Everyone was being asked to self-quarantine as much as possible.

That left him with nothing he could really do in the Hab since he wouldn’t get sick, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t carry the virus, and considering Zntik had been with him at the time, she needed to isolate herself with him. Instead of sitting around doing nothing, he decided to go find the nuclear device.

Or more accurately, the ruins.

“Thanks, Zin,” Wrench whispered, unable to help himself. He knew there was a part of him that was saying thank you if only to ensure that she gave him such treatment in the future.

“You deserve it, Hon,” Zntik assured him. “You deserve so much. You do so much. You’re amazing. You’re wonderful. You’re just about the best Hume out there.”

Unable to respond to the overwhelming praise, other than to soak it in and suddenly crave more, Wrench started moving forward. Letting the boots unlock and lock as he went along the panel.

Except he was doing it while scarcely making use of the lock.

Just barely allowing it to start to magnetize before he pushed off. The boots only lightly tapping against the plate as they moved along.

Admittedly he was relying on his enhanced and overclocked body systems at the moment to make this happen as smoothly as it was, but he felt it was worth it.

Because they were now moving into a part of the ship that hadn’t been open to him and the people of the resistance until years and years from now.

A lot of what he knew would be out of date because it hadn’t happened yet. There was no telling what would be true in the past that was so in the future.

“You know, I’ve spoken with Stripe a lot about what makes for a good relationship,” Zntik whispered as they moved along, her arms idly looped around Wrench’s shoulders.

They would need to be as quiet as they could as to not alert the Tongsta.

“She’s so lovely,” Zntik continued. “I deeply appreciate her awareness of when to kill, how to kill, and what to do as a Hume woman. I learned a great deal from her and continue to do so.”

I… yeah, that fits.

Leave it to a Grae to learn from a Hume that’s not normal about normal expectations, and somehow, come out more Hume than the original Hume, while recognizing Grae viewpoints.

I’ll need to keep an eye on those two if they end up spending too much time together.

“— only realized it later. Oh, is that something we’d be looking for? It looks like a gap in the plates,” Zntik asked, lifting a hand and pointing to a hole at the bottom of the wall panel they were moving on.

He had played it off as wanting to explore and that he had a feeling about it. Then utilized the semi-lockdown to justify it.

Zntik hadn’t argued and just wanted to go along with him.

Nunnkish had wanted to sleep and little else.

Squeak seemed hell-bent on figuring out what the issue was and fixing it. Just as a Mender should, he had reminded himself.

“I do think it is, good job, Zin. Let’s explore,” Wrench said and kept moving toward the hole.

Previously, it’d taken him months of scrimping and saving fabric to make a rope just to get down to this point.

He had also been significantly older at the time.

Unfortunately, if this was exactly as it had been the last time, he was going to spend at least a few hours wandering through an endless series of turns, narrow passages, and squeezes to get where he wanted.

Thankfully there was gravity in a lot of places, but not always.

In fact, there was even a Tongsta food station on the way.

I could fill up on calories there and Zntik can eat, too.

Nodding his head, Wrench moved on.

***

Wrench grunted, twisted himself over, then shoved.

His shoulders were stuck for a moment longer before he came free. His body dislodging itself from the collapsed walls and the old machine.

He popped out of the hole and hit the ground next to where Zntik was standing.

“Oh! Hon, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think you’d shoot out like that. It was so quick and… honestly I don’t think I could’ve stopped you from falling. You’re a bit large, you know,” Zntik remarked and carefully hoisted him up to his feet. Her hands quickly brushed over him and even touched at his face in several spots. Then smiled and patted his cheek. “Well, this is certainly an interesting room. That wall over there is also quite strange. Every now and then there’s something that comes out of it that reminds of the device that made my bones tickle on the Human planet.”

“The wall?” Wrench asked, looking to where Zntik had nodded her head.

Wrench hadn’t actually looked at the wall in his past life.

To him now and in the past, it had looked like a smooth stone wall without any crevices or lines that would indicate there was more there.

When he’d been in here last, he had never been able to leave this room.

The walls were thick, very thick. To the point that no amount of digging he did in any direction had yielded any results.

Only the massive steel door on one side had clearly been an exit, and it wasn’t something he’d been able to deal with in his previous life. It’d just been too heavy, too strong, and too locked.

In the end, the device he had found had been under an encasement of some type of stone substance coated in metal in this room itself. There had been no further exploration available to him at all.

The device itself and the way it was stored had been done in a way that now made him positive that they were well aware of what the device was and what it would do to people, or could do to people.

“Your bones, huh?” Wrench asked, looking at the wall. Moving toward it, he still couldn’t see anything that marked it out differently than the other walls.

“Yes. I’ve never felt it before that time on the planet or since until now,” Zntik assured him. “It’s not something you’d forget, and it’s very strange.”

Walking straight up to the wall, Wrench tapped at it with the back of his hand.

The solid thump he expected came right to him.

“It’s like stone, but isn’t. This was clearly made rather than modified something existing,” Zntik murmured, stepping up beside him. She used one of her very sharp and unnaturally strong claws to prod at the wall. “I don’t think I could cut through this without severely damaging my nail. This is very strong.”

She curled her finger and pushed, her nail flexing against the wall with the force she put into it.

There was a pop and a small flake of the wall, no bigger than a pinky-nail, came away. It was also just about as thin as a pinky nail.

Zntik’s claw had also broken away at the tip, blunting it.

“Hm. That’s frustrating. I just did my claws with Squeak the other day,” pouted Zntik, holding her finger up in front of herself

Her lower lip had even been stuck out as her brow came down.

It was such a Hume gesture that Wrench once again had a strange uncomfortable feeling.

“Hmph, now I’ll have to shorten all of them to make sure they all look pretty and uniform,” she complained and looked up at the ceiling above them. “Though, I also feel strange from right there. It’s not in the same way, but similar I suppose.”

Zntik lifted her hand she was looking at and had pointed off to the side and up.

“There?” Wrench asked, confused.

He had most certainly attempted to dig in every spot here. Blindly trying to find a way to escape this room, and had never found anything at all.

Where she had pointed though, he had found something more akin to steel, than stone.

There’d been no ability to move through it at all.

“Mmhmm,” remarked Zntik and walked over to the spot she’d indicated. “Right above me. It looks exactly the same, though. Maybe much like the other wall, there’s something on the other side?”

Wrench came over to stand next to the Grae and gazed upward.

“I mean, it won’t hurt to try and break it open, I guess,” said Wrench and wondered how to make this happen. Then shrugged, pulled out the hammer and spike, and held it out to Zntik. “Here you are, my darling Zin. Be a dear, get on my shoulders and see what’s up there?”

“Oh! I can most certainly do that. How delightful, you tasty thing,” Zntik said with a purring laugh. She grabbed him by the shoulder, put her foot to his knee, then clambered up him.

As if he were nothing more than a ladder, she managed it within two seconds and was promptly seated on his shoulders.

Her hands came forward, took the hammer and spike, then she looked up.

“Ahhh, I’m just out of reach. Hold my ankles, Hon,” she requested, then stood up in an oddly graceful way. A way Wrench didn’t think he could manage unless he slowed time and drew out his agility and dexterity.

Grabbing her by the ankles, he watched as she slowly stood up.

She couldn’t quite completely stand up, and had to hunch down. She was much closer to the ceiling now.

“Alright. Close your eyes, I can’t warn you before I hit every time, after all,” Zntik stated, lifted the spike and hammer, and slammed one into the other against the ceiling.

There was a crack as the heavy spike slid fractionally into the odd material.

Wrench nodded his head, looked down, and closed his eyes.

Over and over Zntik rained blows upon the ceiling. Chunks of it coming away and clattering to the ground.

Somehow, none of it, other than very small fragments, seemed to strike Wrench at all.

“Hm. Hon, I think I’ve made progress,” Zntik murmured.

Looking up, Wrench saw she had indeed knocked a rather impressive three-foot-wide hole in the ceiling. It led up into what Wrench expected, however.

A steel plate.

Or at least, what remained of one.

Zntik had powered the steel spike right through that as well.

“I can also smell things up there,” she said. “Dust. Scents I’d associated with a hollowed-out tree that fell on itself and partially sealed the interior. Bones.

“Should I investigate? I could easily get up there and in.”

“Yes. I’ll be right behind you,” he confirmed, eager to get up there and explore. This was exactly what he’d hoped for.

“As you wish,” she said, bent low, and hopped. Her hands grasping the edge of the steel plate.

Then she was gone in a flash, pulling herself up and into the dark hole.

Not waiting, Wrench jumped up.

His mind casually clocked his legs in way beyond their normal ranges, as well as his ability to perceive time.

Moving up to the hole, he casually grabbed at the steel and pulled himself up and through without any effort at all.

Once more his systems were modified and acted upon without any real thought on it of his own doing.

In fact, the system was immediately lowered back down to a normal pace and setting almost as soon as he was clear. Before he even registered he’d originally empowered himself.

It truly was second nature at this point.

“It’s odd looking,” pointed out Zntik, who hadn’t gone far. She was partially bent over what looked a lot like a monitor. “It reminds me of your Ducts. A great deal, in fact.

“But also very much not.

“This all feels more…just… less. Lesser. Less advanced? I’m not sure of the words to use.”

“I’d honestly say you’re using the right words,” Wrench offered up as he looked to what was a nearby monitor of a similar shape and design that Zntik was looking at. “Because I’d say you’re right. This really is a similar design to the monitors we use, but also not. This is… I’d say this is closer to Human technology, than Hume or Tongsta.

“That’d certainly confirm what we’ve all been thinking. That Humans are the progenitors of the Hume before Tongsta modifications. The planet we visited, are exactly what we were before the Tongsta found us and changed us.”

“Agreed,” Zntik said and tapped at the monitor with a finger. “It still doesn’t quite answer how the Grae ended up here. It makes me truly curious about the specifics of it.

“Especially since… since until recently, there was no crossbreeding. Nor a common language. There really aren’t any points of commonality.

“Didn’t a Tongsta once mention the Grae were found near the Hume planet?”

“I think so. I can’t really remember,” Wrench answered as he got down on one knee.

He’d worked with a lot of tech like this with Edmund.

A lot of tech.

His knowledge at this moment was good enough that he could actually get these things up and running, he imagined. So long as he could scrounge parts, get a power source, and had the tools, he could probably get this entire room up and running.

Quickly as he could, he was slowly moving his fingers over the base of the machine to see if he could figure out how to get into it.

“Hon, you’re going to turn into the Fixer monster that I cherish, aren’t you?” Zntik asked, though it didn’t sound like a question. In fact, it was more of a statement.

At some point she’d drifted over to stand above him.

Freezing, he looked up at her.

It was impossible to not note her impressive assets at this angle.

A thought popped into his head.

“Zin, you have wonderful breasts. They are so large, perfectly round, and appealing to look at,” he offered up. “It’s hard to treat you like a beautiful Hume woman, when you’re such a gorgeous and attractive Grae.”

Zntik smiled at that, raised an eyebrow, and looked like she was about to say something.

“However, I will treat you as a Hume, and treasure you as such. I just felt like I had to compliment you though. Hume or not. Don’t think of me badly,” he pleaded.

Zntik’s nose wrinkled, her smile widened, and she shook her head.

At the same time, her face took on a color that was so red, he wondered if there was blood anywhere else in her body.

“You smooth talking and wonderful Fixer. You flatter me as a Hume and a Grae. Dangerous. My tasty little thing,” she purred, sighed, then nodded her head once. “Now… I’ll assume that’s a yes. I’m going to go explore then.

“Now, before I go, Hon, as a dutiful Hume woman would do, I’ll point out there’s a tool box in the corner by the cabinet. They would likely have tools for their own machines, and they would be required.”

She said the last and pointed a finger toward the back corner.

Wrench’s head jerked in that direction.

Only to have his face turned back toward Zntik with cool fingertips. She was only a few inches away from him, her hand remaining on his face.

“Have fun, Hon. Don’t get too deep into anything, because we’ll need to go back at some point and check in. Get food, supplies, and other things, too,” she whispered and gave him a very warm and long-lasting kiss. Only breaking it when she seemed satisfied. “Alright?”

Wrench slowly nodded his head, staring into Zntik’s strange and bright eyes. Unable to look away from her.

“Good. Thank you,” she said, grinning, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Okay. Have fun, Hon. I’ll come back in a bit and let you know what I found.”

Zntik stood up, slipped her boots off, and then padded off at a light trot.

While she acted eerily like a perfect Hume woman, she was still a Grae.

There was no doubt that she would enjoy exploring, hunting, and haunting this old place.

Wrench watched her go.

After she left, he blinked, then turned away and went straight to the tool box.


Chapter 30

Wrench leaned away from the massive power conduit and stared at it.

He had replaced, rebuilt, or worked around, every single piece in it.

There had been a lot of material laying around that he could use, that would never be used otherwise ever again. Allowing him to do his work without pulling resources from the Hab or the resistance movement.

Zntik had explored the entirety of the Admini-like facility they were in as well.

This place was very much a facility that was like an Admin building or the Ducts and there was no mistaking it for anything else.

Surprisingly, there were skeletons in more than a few places throughout the location. Some of them even had fragments and bits of clothes on or around them.

The number of locked doors, blocked off areas, and security points, made it clear that this had been an area reserved for Admini and Fixers.

Perhaps it was even more than that.

A central location for the Human government could have been hosted here for all he knew, and it had been one of the last holdouts after the Tongsta arrived.

Perhaps the Tongsta had been unable to get into this section of it for one reason or another, or simply didn’t care enough, and had scooped it out entirely.

Rather than fish out the Humans, they scooped out the entire complex, put it in a cargo hold, and flew off with it. Likely just waiting for them to come out on their own time.

Or in the case of the many skeletons throughout.

To never come out.

Which, given what he knew of Tongsta, was a perfectly Tongsta choice for them to just wait.

Time meant something very different to the Tongsta, and the length of their life was drastically different than a Hume’s.

“Hon, it’s not going to turn itself on with you just staring at it. It isn’t Nun,” Zntik murmured from behind him a moment before both of her hands pressed to his shoulders. She began to gently rub them with her palms and fingers. “You’ve done all you could, haven’t you? It’s been an entire week since we found this place, and you’ve endlessly worked your way backward from the consoles and computers to this power conduit.

“You replaced, repaired, or modified everything in that line to make sure it would all work once it received power.

“I can’t imagine you having not done all you could up to turning it on and seeing what fails. So, unless there’s something you haven’t done, flip the switch.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Wrench really had done everything he could.

Now he needed to turn it on. Turn it on and see if the Tongsta power source he’d hacked into the power-system would work. Confirm that all his work to modulate it to reach the needed power requirements that were listed in the conduit itself could do the job.

Wrench reached out and hit the switch, hopefully bringing power back to what had become a tomb for his ancestors.

Throughout the facility, Wrench could hear the pop, bang, and thump of things turning on.

He wasn’t sure what kind of technology these Humans had, but he imagined a great many things just wouldn’t turn on ever again. That the physical limitations of the tech would have eroded away with the long passage of time.

Surprisingly, the lights in the electrical room thumped, then turned on. Spilling bright white light over everything.

It made Wrench wince as his night-vision dimmed itself in response to it all.

“Ahh,” squeaked Zntik, who promptly pressed her face into his neck.

“That’s rather bright,” Nunnkish called out loudly from down the way. “I hate it.”

Snorting at that, Wrench only stared into the conduit.

Lights had been installed into the panel.

Likely so that someone could try and determine what was wrong from here rather than going to each individual section of the facility.

More than ninety percent of the lights were green, though there were a number that were a glowing, ugly red.

The handwritten words next to those lights had faded with time and he couldn’t read them.

Unlike the voltage requirements that’d been engraved into a metallic sheet and bolted to the conduit, someone hadn’t thought far enough ahead for this.

Slowly, Wrench got to his feet, Zntik shifting away from him as he did so.

They’d been spending a lot of time around one another as he worked, and he was now as comfortable with her as he was with Stripe.

Yet there’d been no progress in the bedroom or romantically.

Zntik was keeping him on a very tight and short leash. She would often direct him to Nunnkish for his desires, despite her showing all the signs of wanting to do something with him.

“I’m going to the consoles. I want to see if they work at all,” he said, looking to the Grae. “They’ve likely been unpowered for a really long time. I genuinely can’t imagine them working, but I still want to check.”

“Of course, of course,” Zntik said, and peered at him through slitted eyes. She then smiled, grabbed his left hand with her right, and nodded her head. “Lead on, you tasty thing.”

Wrench grinned and did so.

Exiting the power room and going into the hallway beyond.

Wrench peeked in on Nunnkish as they passed by the room she had been in earlier.

The quarantine had been lifted a few days after Squeak had put it down. She’d solved it rather quickly and determined that it had been a virus that’d jumped from Hume to Grae and back again. Nunnkish had picked it up from someone and then gave it to someone else.

She was currently sorting through what could only be an arsenal. Going through it locker by locker, chest by chest, and examining everything she found.

Carefully.

For all they knew, they kept explosives in the room and she could blow them all up.

“Hm?” Nunnkish asked, having clearly felt his eyes on her.

Grae were most certainly sensitive when it came to having someone watching them.

“Just checking on you, Nun,” Wrench said, giving her a smile.

To which she smiled back.

“I’m fine. Thank you. Going to go see about the consoles?” she asked and stood up. “I’ll go with you. I want to watch you attain your victory.

“Because I’m sure Stripe and Zntik would both tell me I should be there to support you in your victories.”

Wrench only smiled wider, nodded his head, then gestured with his free hand.

Nunnkish quickly moved out of the room and joined them in the hall.

When they arrived in the “computer room” as they called it, Wrench found to his surprise that more than half of the monitors were on. Each and every one was also displaying information.

Among all of those with an active display, they showed one of two different things.

One looked a lot like a status report while the other looked like a request to do something.

Wrench released Zntik’s hand and moved to the closest monitor.

It was a simple readout stating, “message sent”, and nothing more.

A screen nearby had the other message on it, which indeed was a request.

It was simple and unhelpful and read as “Do you wish to cancel?”

Rather than boot into a normal operating system, or some type of password lockout, these computers had booted right back up into where they had been previously.

Which was very strange to Wrench.

“It seems those crystals you pointed out are working in the end?” Nunnkish asked, standing beside him.

“Yes. It looked like they were using crystals as some sort of hard drive. It was one of the reasons I was willing to try to get these up and running at all,” Wrench answered and tapped directly at the monitor. There was no response.

He then grabbed the old-style mouse that was on the desk in front of the monitor.

A cursor appeared on the screen.

“If they had used some of the type of hard-drives I’ve seen elsewhere I wouldn’t have bothered. They have a shelf life,” he murmured as he declined the request to cancel.

The screen popped and Wrench was presented with an odd screen that he assumed was a type of operating system. What was listed in front of him was a series of locations, commands, and clickable titles.

Wrench hesitated and then moved over to another computer monitor.

He closed the popup stating the message had been sent and found himself looking at a different interface. This one seemed a lot more reminiscent of a desktop to him, though not quite.

Frowning, he grabbed the mouse and then flicked it over to hover over what looked a lot like a media icon to him. He pushed the oddly placed mouse button, at least to Wrench it was so, and waited.

Then tried double clicking.

Then triple clicking.

That got a response, and the icon shifted into a large black box.

“Good evening,” said a somewhat garbled voice from the monitor. There was no video component that was on the screen. “The aliens have torn everything asunder and are resistant to everything we’ve thrown at them.

“Hide. Hide and don’t come out. They can dig down into the earth as easily as we might sand.

“Even now they’re carving into hardened security positions to get at us. My own position is in fact compromised, and it doesn’t seem as if we’ll have long before we’re taken away as well.

“Hide, survive, rebuild.

“May—”

The recording cut off with an abrupt and explosive noise.

“It would seem… this was indeed one of the last holdouts of the Humans,” Zntik said. “How fascinating, yet sad. They died in the dark. Knowing they were nowhere near home.”

Wrench grimaced at the thought of that but couldn’t deny it.

Closing the file, Wrench opened another one.

“Test three showed great results. The QE-Ten tore through every alien that it was able to be directed at. Though it failed to do anything at all to their ships in any significant way that we can determine,” said a different voice than the original. “Another issue is that the power required to use it effectively is lacking at this time. We just don’t have the means to operate this in a way that would be feasible for significant time.

“We’ve made rapid advances in our power consumption and usage though. If we can hold out for just another month, I foresee that we’ll be able to utilize the QE-Eleven variant to attempt to shield the planet.

“It’s just… just the damn power requirements. They’re astronomical. Astro… nomical.

“But what else can we do? As a weapon, it worked well, but as a shield, if it works, it’d be worth it. Worth it to keep those damn damn… damn fucking blobs off our planet.

“Damnit. Damnit, damnit. Fuck. There’s-there’s so many cities that are just gone. Gone.

“Shit.”

The audio cut off suddenly.

Wrench let out a slow breath.

“Well, looks like I’ll be going through this for information,” he muttered and looked to the two Grae.

“I’ll go get us some food and things while you settle in,” Zntik said, clapping her hands together and holding them beside her head. “As well as some new bedding material. I get the impression that you’re going to leave here even less now that you’ve accomplished your first goal, and it was already starting to smell a bit musty.”

“I’ll go back to the weapons. They’re interesting,” Nunnkish stated and then spun away. Leaving them standing there.

“Mm, you just settle in and start listening,” said Zntik, coming in close and giving him a kiss he was quite eager to receive. He immediately pulled her in close. Putting a possessive arm around her waist and leaning into her. Kissing her in a way that could be charitably described as needy.

Half a minute passed before Zntik turned her head partly to the side, her forehead resting against his jaw.

“Oh… you’re being naughty. My tasty thing,” she whispered in a partially choked off voice. “You may kiss me several more times, but then you need to let me go, Hon. I need to go handle things and you should start digging into your reward. You did make this happen after all.”

“What if I want you as the reward?” he asked instead, his free hand settling on her hip and holding to her firm flesh. His arm around her waist tightened. “You’re a much more worthwhile reward, Zin.”

Zntik was taking in slow and deep breaths now. Her face was completely red as well.

From hair line to the bottom of her neck was in fact red.

“I’m not a reward, Hon,” she murmured, her eyes watching his face. “I could reward you though, I suppose. But… but if we go forward, I’m going to be a bit more demanding with your time.

“With my needs, in fact.

“I’m going to do my best to be there, side by side, with Stripe. If not beyond her.

“I want to be more. More, Hon. I’m willing to give in to your wishes… my wishes… but I want more.”

“More what?” Wrench asked, suddenly wanting to give her anything she wanted.

“More. More of everything,” she replied, her words coming out as if they were a trickle of air being allowed to escape. “More. I want more. Will you give me more if I give you… me?”

“Yes,” Wrench affirmed, and meant it.

“Then you may have me. You’ll have to decide what you want of me. Tell me. What do you want me to do?” asked Zntik, her voice as soft as silk and warm with how close she was.

“Use your mouth on me?” he asked. He couldn’t deny he’d wanted to see the lovely Grae perched over his lap since meeting her. “Use your mouth and then lay back in the bedding?”

“I’d be happy to do that, Hon,” she murmured and nuzzled him. “Very happy to do that. Just undress for me and lay back?”

Wrench was reticent to let her go.

She felt incredible in his arms and her height put her at a level with his own. Only Seventh compared like this.

“Hon? My tasty thing?” she asked after several seconds passed.

Wrench let out a grunt, then slowly released her.

His hands went to his shirt, and he pulled it over his head quickly. He bundled it up and moved over to the bedding that they’d put down in the corner of this room.

Several mattresses that’d been fit with sheets and blankets were there.

Tossing his shirt to the side he went for his belt buckle and undid it, then shucked himself right out of his pants and boxers in nearly one move.

Stepping out of his socks and shoes, he pushed it all into a pile and turned.

Zntik had only barely removed her pants by this point. She was now carefully pulling off her shirt.

Her skin came into view, and he once again found himself admiring the way Grae simply existed.

They were almost always all skin and muscle without anything extra to them. Their extra pair of breasts always caught the eye.

Not to mention how their body seemed humanoid, yet so very alien, was exciting to him.

“Mm, you look at me so roughly,” Zntik purred as she folded her shirt and set it down atop her folded pants. She wasn’t wearing underwear of any type, and she’d forgone her shoes today. “I admit I do love it. Now… shouldn’t you be laying down for me?

“It’s hard to reward you standing up… or… did you want me to kneel? I don’t mind either way.”

Wrench immediately went and laid down in the bed. He made himself as comfortable as possible with a minimal amount of shifting.

Zntik laughed, her left hand coming up to partially cover her mouth. She seemed genuinely amused.

“So quick to obey. I didn’t realize I had made you long for me so much,” she said as she drifted over to him. Her eyes trailed along his body, and it made his flesh prickle. “Such a tasty thing. I’ve really had to battle my own desires, as you probably know. We Grae show it so plainly after all.”

“I noticed,” he agreed, eying her up quite a bit.

Chuckling, Zntik nimbly got down in the bed near his waist. She settled down onto her elbows between his knees and looked his privates over critically.

Tentatively, she reached out with her right hand and ran her fingertips along his jewels, then moving down below them and cupping them carefully. Her thumb moved around and brushed along the length of his shaft as her fingers continued to lightly kneed and push at him.

“I can certainly see what Kat and Nun meant now,” murmured Zntik breathily. “Now… how about I start?”

Easing herself forward, Zntik lowered her head down over Wrench’s fully erect self.

Her lips gently trailed down along the head of his manhood. Brushing along it as light as a feather.

Only to open her mouth and wrap her lips around him at the base, her tongue prodding and pushing at the side of his shaft, his tip sticking out beyond the side of her mouth.

Her hand tightened fractionally on his jewels as her head swiveled upward and she neatly caught the tip with her lips.

Then moved her head down, taking his hardened flesh into her mouth straight down to the hilt without the slightest hesitation. A slow downward crawl of her lips gliding along his length as it passed down into her throat.

“Mmmmm,” moaned Zntik once she got him all the way down. His hilt pressed to her lips.

Swirling her tongue around the under-side of his head, Zntik’s mouth tightened up around him and he felt her throat constricting as well.

Unable to help himself, Wrench groaned and moved his right hand down. He caught her upper left breast and began to paw at her. Squeezing at her warm and pliant flesh as she hovered there over his lap.

Moaning loudly, Zntik eased her head back and paused, his tip resting against her lips.

“I’m going to go till you tell me to stop,” she promised. “Just make sure you keep that hand right there, Hon. My tasty thing. I want that hand all over my chest.”

Not waiting for a response, Zntik moved her head back down with more speed.

Her tongue, mouth, and lips pulled and washed over him all the way down to the hilt before she bobbed back up. Right to the tip and then back down.

In a flash Zntik was pumping her head back and forth along his manhood, her mouth wrapped around him and pulling at his flesh. Her hand on his jewels continued to gently squeeze and press at him as she did so.

For his part, Wrench did as asked and fondled her, if a bit roughly. Squeezing, groping, and grasping at her breast in a way he knew Kat and Nun wanted him to.

The Grae only moaned, her eyes opening and gazing up at him as she speared his manhood down into her throat. Pumping him in and out with such fluid grace, and speed, that Wrench knew he wasn’t going to last long.

That if he didn’t let her finish him, he’d regret it going forward regardless of anything else.

She watched him and he watched her.

His member vanishing past her lips even as she moaned loudly at his roughly handling of her chest. Which she most certainly was enjoying, and he knew it.

An entire minute passed in this staring contest as Zntik ran him down her throat over and over. He was starting to wonder if she was going to somehow manage to bruise her throat with how roughly she was doing it to herself.

“I want to finish in your mouth,” grunted out Wrench. Nearly out of breath. He’d been brought to the edge so swiftly, within two minutes no less, that he could barely think. “Then I’ll fix your womb after I recover. I want all of you for me. Your womb included.”

Zntik’s eyes crinkled at that, and the corners of her mouth curled upward. Yet she didn’t pause for even a moment as she flung her head down to his hilt and deep into her throat.

Sucking at him with a firmness that felt perfect even as her tongue washed over his flesh.

Then she opened her eyes wide, gazing at him as if waiting, letting out several low cooing noises, followed by a very deep and guttural moan.

She was waiting for him.

Wrench’s left hand came up and grabbed her by the shoulder as his right hand continued to fondle at her breasts.

At the same instant, his manhood gave in to her ministrations and began to unload itself into her mouth. His flesh spasming and flexing with repeated rough spurts.

Even as Zntik continued pumping her face down into his lap, her lips and tongue never ceasing in their work.

He felt her lips tighten even further as if afraid he’d somehow escape, her head bobbing back and forth.

She kept at him as he finished.

Then beyond it.

Unable to handle it, Wrench flinched, quivered, and just about gyrated out of the bed.

His member was beyond sensitive and Zntik didn’t show any signs of slowing, and it felt like his body was being shocked.

Yet she didn’t stop.

The hand on his jewels had a firm grasp on him and he didn’t want to test what’d happen if he tried to jerk away, but his hips started to buckle now as she sucked at him.

Finally she went down to the hilt and then loudly gulped.

Swallowed in a way that was deliberately done to make it as loud as possible he figured, because it felt Nunnkish would’ve probably heard it.

Then she swallowed a second time, watching him all the while.

Once done, she slowly came off him, sucking all the while. Causing Wrench to quiver and literally shudder from head to toe.

Her lips came off and his slick manhood fell away from her mouth.

“That was rather intense,” she purred, followed by a laugh. “I enjoyed it a lot! Now… how about you take five minutes and then… fix my womb, Fixer. Fix it for me. It’s broken.”

Wrench nodded his head, staring down at the Grae.

She gave his jewels a light squeeze.

“Fix it and give me more. A lot more. Give me more, Hon. My tasty thing,” she demanded and tilted her head towards his very spent member. As if threatening him with more attention from her mouth.

“I will,” he assured her even as her mouth drifted closer to the tip. She froze as soon as she heard him. “I will. I’ll fix it. I want to fix it.”

She smiled devilishly at him, her lips creeping closer.

It seemed promises weren’t going to save him.

“Tasty thing,” she whispered.


Chapter 31

Squeak made a harrumphing noise, shook her head, then looked at Wrench.

“She’s pregnant, of course. Because I don’t think anything could stop your reproductive qualities at this point unless they lack the physical means to become pregnant,” Squeak stated somewhat archly. There were dark circles under her eyes and her skin looked pale. “And yes, I’m sure I’m being moody and overly quick to anger.

“I blame you and I have every right to. Though I’m sure I can make amends for it later and you’ll forgive me with a smile. Because that’s how you are.”

“I most certainly will,” Wrench said, grinning at her.

Squeak was actually rather warm and cuddly alone. As well as quite tender and giving, doubly so if she’d done something wrong previously.

She seems more bothered about other pregnancies than Stripe is.

I wonder-oh, she’s worried. She doesn’t have the same tools she had in our own Hab and facilities. This is entirely outside of her comfort range.

I only added to her problems.

Damn.

With a loud tongue click Squeak turned back to Zntik and gave her a beautiful smile. She reached out, gently patted the Grae on the brow and smoothed her hair back somewhat.

“You’re fine of course. Quite pregnant. Everything is in order and in line. I don’t see any reason to be concerned,” she said, ever smiling at her. “You can expect a healthy child. Somewhere between ten months and fourteen months. I don’t know if your pregnancy will be by a Hume timetable or a Grae one, but we’ll find out I suppose. Once they start growing we’ll get an idea about what to expect.

“For all I know, given Wrench’s reproductive abilities, we’ll all have our children within five months and it’s something entirely new.

“Or it could be the opposite, where it’s so over the top we’re pregnant for twice as long as normal. Could be the other way. I won’t know until we’re much further along.”

“Good,” Zntik said with a smile in return, resting her hands on her bare stomach while looking at Squeak. “I admit I wasn’t too concerned, but I wasn’t sure. I haven’t shown any signs of pregnancy yet, and Nun showed all hers so quickly.”

Squeak shrugged her shoulders to that and began putting the tools and devices away.

“Every pregnancy is different. I can’t seem to stop craving high-fat foods. Nun’s sex drive is broken,” Squeak offered. Wrench wasn’t sure about if it was the pregnancy that’d done it to Nunnkish, but he wasn’t going to argue with the Mender. “Everyone is different. But yes, you’re fine.

“Now, was there anything else of interest or use? You three were gone for a while.”

“The Hume-Humans, Humans. I guess. They were just Humans at that point in time. The humans fought the Tongsta for several months,” Wrench began with a small shake of his head. “They only lasted that long because that’s how long it took for the Tongsta to take everyone on the planet they could.

“Once they’d done what they wanted, took who they wished, carved out the facilities and cities they wished, that was it. It ended because there was nothing left to take.

“At least, that’s what I can assume from reading through all the communications.

“They did manage to send a message off before it all ended with all their findings. It went to the Human planet we found. They were aware of one another.

“It seems as if the planet that was cleaned of Humans by the Tongsta was a ‘colony planet’. A location that’d been built to start up a new settlement, so to speak. A new Hab.”

“From what I heard, it felt like a subservient individual to the other,” Zntik added. “They were dependent for many things to survive. They were trading materials in exchange for a great deal of food.

“Anyone who survived on this planet likely would have had food issues very quickly.”

Squeak sighed and placed a hand to her head.

“I admit I was going to ask if it seemed like maybe there was people there we could contact. I suppose that’s not really possible with any expectation of success,” she mused.

“We could try, though it wouldn’t be with any such belief, and would incur high costs. Nunnkish put in with a small nod of her head. “But that’s more or less everything, isn’t it?”

“Other than the QE weapons. I don’t understand them at all, before you ask,” Wrench supplied quickly, holding his hands up in a defensive way. “Apparently they were able to develop it rather quickly after the Tongsta showed up. Some sort of event gave them an idea of how to fight them, but they weren’t able to perfect it.

“I actually found the series ten weapon. The previous iterations were scrapped to build the ten. The eleventh weapon wasn’t able to be found. It sounded like they were making it a shield for the planet.”

“Maybe it worked? Maybe that’s where it is? On the planet, protecting any remnants?” Squeak suggested, then shrugged. “Alright. Well, that’s all very interesting. I’m pleased to know it, I just wish it helped us.

“Or do you think the… ten was it? Do you think the ten weapon can help us with the ship we’re on?”

“Not really. From what reports I read, it’s used a lot like a bow or a gun. Point, click, destroy. The power involved was extreme and it didn’t work out very well,” Wrench answered. Then he shrugged. “How’re things here? Anything out of the ordinary?”

“Honestly? No. They’re just suffering from exactly what one would expect. Lack of food, lack of resources, lack of… everything,” Squeak answered. “I’m doing what I can, but I just don’t have the tools or resources to do what I really want.”

“They’re very fortunate you’re as good as you are, then,” interjected Wrench quickly, wanting to earn a few points with the beautiful Deme. “A lesser Mender wouldn’t be able to do half as well I imagine.”

Squeak’s eyes flicked to him and stayed on him for a few seconds before she smiled at him. She made a dismissive hand wave at him, but looked quite pleased.

“Now that your curiosity is sated, what should we do now?” Squeak asked.

“I’d like to try and find a Hab and see if we can get the transmitter working,” Wrench suggested.

“I like that idea,” Nunnkish affirmed, then sniffed. “If possible, I think we should try and get to the comms and send a message. We can easily find Tongsta poop and have Wrench do it.”

“I’d be willing to try,” admitted Wrench.

“What about—”

There was a shout that went up from outside the Mender’s ward.

One of surprise and shock.

A cry that went up from several more voices.

Cries that turned to exclamations that quickly grew louder and closer.

“Someone’s coming,” Nunnkish growled, staring at the door.

“A lot of someone’s,” added Zntik. “All of them sound rather agitated but… not angry.”

“Very agitated. A similar sound to when someone is hurt and it’s unexpected,” Squeak clarified, then squared her shoulders. If anyone knew what it sounded like when people were hurt, he imagined it’d be her. “They fight a bit more than I would expect here, but I think that’s part of their desire and wish to be… free.”

Despite not doubting Squeak’s words, Wrench wasn’t going to bet on it.

Looking around, he saw that there was a rather large and heavy looking movable light nearby. It had a three-foot pole with a solid metal looking base.

Grabbing it up with both hands, Wrench hefted it and then looked back to the door. It was as awkward as could be, but that was fine.

Even being as awkward as it was, he could bash someone’s head in with it without an issue.

Zntik and Nunnkish had put themselves in front of Squeak after clearly noting the actions Wrench had taken. The two Grae looked as if they were ready to kill anyone coming in.

The door swung open and three people came rushing inside, they were carrying a fourth.

Their face was smeared in blood, and it looked as if they’d been crushed by something.

It genuinely reminded Wrench of what Hume looked like when a Tongsta had deliberately crushed one accidentally. If it had been done on purpose by the Tongsta, the damage would have been much more extensive.

Wrench had seen it more than once.

“They were crushed by a Tongsta!” said one of the people carrying the fourth. “What-can they live?”

“I have no idea,” Squeak admitted. “Put them on the table and we’ll go from there.”

The three quickly set the man down and Wrench could only barely identify that it was a man. An older man.

Part of their face had been broken, and it looked like their forehead was moving in and out with each breath. As if their sinuses had ruptured and with each exhale some of the air was leaking into their skull or some sort.

“Thank you, you may all leave. I’ll begin working immediately,” Squeak murmured and began pulling devices out of her pockets. Several of them were placed upon the man himself and others put to the bed they were now laid out upon.

Hesitating for only a moment the three people had looked from Squeak, to the injured man, then finally Wrench and the Grae. They realized that Squeak’s request wasn’t a request.

The trio fled quickly.

“You-they need-help,” whimpered the man. His forehead swelling weirdly again as he spoke.

“At the moment, you need help,” Squeak countered, her hands moving quickly as she poked, prodded, and even stuck something into the man.

“Yes. You’ll mend-me. But they-need help,” wheezed the man. “The Games-Hab. Needs help.”

“Games Hab?” Wrench asked, putting down the impromptu weapon. He was suddenly very curious and interested in this. “How do they need help?”

“Atmosphere. Lots of-broken… broken… things,” the man mumbled. His voice was odd sounding, as if his jaw wasn’t hinged correctly.

Which it likely wasn’t with how broken his face was.

“No Fixer?” Wrench asked.

“Dead,” the man answered immediately. “All dead. Accident. Something-blew up. Tongsta won’t come-in time to fix it.

“Came for-help. Help the Hab.”

Wrench raised his eyebrows at that.

If something blew up and they no longer had the right atmosphere, then something was very wrong. Deeply wrong. Wrong to the point that the Hab probably didn’t have long.

“The Games Hab? It has a Hab?” Wrench asked.

“Yes. Games Hab. Bottom. Very bottom,” the man got out, then whimpered. “The shaft to-the absolute bottom. Exit and-and… straight… ahead… till… there.”

The words came out as a groan. As if the man were slipping away into death or unconsciousness.

“How many are in the Hab?” Zntik asked, her brows furrowing.

“Thousands. Thousands and… thousands,” whispered the man, and then his body slumped into the bed. Any and all strength he had, fading.

“He’s unconscious,” Squeak murmured even as she continued to work at the man. Her hands moving in a flurry. Using things faster than Wrench could even comprehend what she was doing with them. “I’ll be working. Go away.”

Thousands.

Thousands and thousands.

I can’t… I can’t not act on this. I have to figure out where this is and-and fix it.

They have no Fixers.

I’m the only Fixer here in the resistance.

I’m the only person that can Fix it.

There was a sudden and strong driving urge for Wrench to rush out and find this Hab. Find it and fix the situation to save everyone there.

Save everyone, get the Hab working, and make sure all the Hume would be safe.

Because really, Goodie and the others would be doing what they had to right now. They’d be doing what they had to, to get done what they must to protect their brand-new Grand-Clan.

As well as trying to find himself and the others, of course, but that really went without considering.

While that all happened, Wrench was left to his own devices. Whatever was going on with him would be part and parcel only to him, and his own goals were separate for the time being.

His own ends to pursue as he saw fit.

That means going and saving all those people. I can’t sit here and knowingly let them die in a Hab that I could go Fix.

Something that I could go put a hand on and shift. To put it to rights.

“You’re going to go fix it, aren’t you Hon?” Zntik asked, reaching out to lay a hand to his shoulders. “You can’t let them all die even if you wished to. You’re going to go fix everything.”

Even before she asked, he knew his answer and that he was indeed going.

“Yeah, I am,” he confirmed, looking to her.

“That’s just who you are and what we all expect,” Nunnkish added. “Especially if it’s something that you can probably fix. Though, can you fix an explosion?”

“Yes,” Wrench proclaimed with absolute certainty. “If it was something that exploded, but didn’t cause a fire, I can fix it. It just means there was some type of over-pressurization. Especially when it comes to oxygen scrubbers and the like.

“Those things can be touchy, and are prone to over-pressurization. If you’re not running proper maintenance you can also end up putting too much wear and tear on joints in the pipe system.

“It can sometimes be like a hammer slamming into them if—yes, I can fix an explosion if it’s what I think it is. Which I’m fairly certain it is.”

“But you don’t know that’s what it is,” Zntik argued. “Hon… I know you’re a brilliant man, a man that I admire and feel like could just about solve anything. You’re an amazing Fixer and I genuinely don’t think there isn’t anything you couldn’t Fix.

“Yet, are you sure? Are you certain? That’s a very long way to go I would imagine, just based on what this poor Hume said.

“Let alone the fact that he was clearly crushed by a Tongsta. Such a response from a Tongsta tells us exactly what to expect if we were to run across any of them.

“I understand your desire, but how… how sure are you?

“I worry, Hon. I worry. You’re my tasty thing. I wouldn’t want to risk you. To lose you.”

Wrench felt his heart twitch at her words.

She wasn’t wrong, in a way.

He was quite literally betting a great deal on the idea that he could get to this Hab, fix it, and return, without any problems. Considering it now from a practical standpoint, he couldn’t deny just how extreme it all was when you added it together.

Even just the trip here had been too much for this poor man, and Squeak was now currently battling to save his very life.

“It’s Small-Boy, by the way,” Squeak muttered as she pressed two different objects to the man’s head. One was beeping softly and the other was vibrating faintly. “This person? It’s Small-Boy. The Mender. That’s who this is.

“It also explains how they knew to get here and managed it. Anyone else from the Games Hab probably wouldn’t know how to get here.

“They mentioned their Mender hadn’t been able to return, now we know why. Whatever means they were normally utilizing is cut off from them, and yet he risked coming here as he did.”

Wrench blew out a long and slow breath.

If anything, that only made it even harder for Wrench.

Small-Boy was someone who would give up everything of himself for others as many a Mender would. He had traveled a distance and route that he had no reason or right to take.

Certainly not as a Mender.

“I’m going. First I’ll need to get some tools for the journey. I’ll stop by a Tongsta food cache and raid it for calories, too,” he said, looking to the two Grae. “I don’t want either of you coming with me. I’ll go by myself.

“I can move far faster than anyone likely ever could. Even a Grae.

“I’ll wear the mag boots from the suit, modify my system, and go. Burn up all my calories to the food cache, gorge, then burn up more to get to the Hab.

“His directions were incredibly vague, but I have a feeling I know what he meant by shaft. The one that went to the bottom. I think it’s the elevator they use to re-arm their weaponry.

“All the military ships we’ve been on have a massive shaft that runs top to bottom of the ship. That has to be it.

“There wouldn’t be another shaft that’d be similar to that that has a similar footprint.”

“Then how did he get up the shaft?” Nunnkish asked, looking to the Mender laid out on the table. “He doesn’t exactly seem extremely physically fit.”

Squeak paused in her ministrations, then reached over and gently flipped the man’s hand over.

His palms and fingers were bloody and raw. Scratched, abraded, and dirty as could be while oozing blood.

“It would seem he clawed his way up it by strength and determination. Whether zero gravity or if it has gravity, it wouldn’t be easy in either regard,” stated the Mender.

Wrench nodded his head at that.

“I’m going. I’ll be as safe as I can. First though, I need a weapon. One that will let me get by any Tongsta that shows up,” he muttered and turned away from them. He left and headed for his Pen.

The QE-Ten was there in his pen, inside of a locked case that it seemed to have come with and had been stored inside of.

He had planned to fiddle with it and try to learn how it worked when he had the time.

On top of that, he had also secured several nuclear devices inside of their shielded casings.

Nunnkish and Zntik had helped him figure out which ones were still shielded and working correctly, and which ones were failing.

A great many of them, were in fact, failing, as well.

It was one of the reasons Zntik had felt it through the wall. The sheer number of nuclear devices that had shielding that was failing and were now dangerous to be around.

At this moment, though, Wrench wasn’t too concerned with anything else.

Right now, he just wanted to connect a Tongsta power source to the QE-Ten, rig it to work with the new power supply, and get moving. He had a Hab to save, and he had no idea how much time they had.

Because a Hab with thousands upon thousands living in it would have some pretty high atmospheric needs. Needs that the longer they weren’t met, the harder it would be to fix it “in time”.

After all, just because he might get the machines working before everyone ran out of air, didn’t mean the Hab would be able to fully circulate clean breathable atmosphere to the entirety of the occupants.

It’d take time for it to do so, no matter how much he upped the blower speed on the vents.

Time’s burning away and I already have precious little of it.

Damnit.

Alright, time to Fix this.

Hopefully, mom is fixing everything else at the same time.

This right here is a prime example of why we need to get everyone on board with the Hume and Grae sentience movement. So that there’s no way for anyone to deny that we’re not living beings with our own thoughts and emotions.

We’re not pets.

Because otherwise, we’ll end up with more things like this.

A Hab with thousands of Hume that they wouldn’t be bothered about if they died because it would be inconvenient to admit you had them, and give them to a shelter, or to fix the problems and get the Hab back to rights.

Shaking his head, Wrench grit his teeth and started moving at a jog.

Might as well put the whole Hab in a sack and toss it into an airlock at that point.

It’d be faster than what’s happening and with more consideration.


Chapter 32

Wrench pulled the masking tape off the green circuit board, tapped at the newly added wire to act as a trace. It felt quite sturdy and didn’t seem as if it was going anywhere at all.

Moving to the next circuit board, he tapped several times at the electrical regulator and more than a few step-down converters that he’d had to jerry rig together.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be and there was more than a good chance it’d just blow up on the first use, but given his lack of parts and what was on hand, it was the best he could do.

He didn’t feel like he had put in enough capacitors or inductors either, but there wasn’t any more to scrounge from elsewhere. Everything he had was already on the six or seven circuit boards he’d quite literally attached to the side of the QE-Ten weapon.

With a short breath, he shrugged and shook his head. There really wasn’t much else to be done with it. The minimal amount of testing he had done had definitely gotten power down to the firing point of the system.

It had been lucky that the registered amount of power was very similar to the original battery source, which meant he was within the scope of what was likely acceptable to fire the device.

With all that said, it still didn’t mean he could successfully test the weapon without a Tongsta, putting himself at risk of said Tongsta, or that the QE-Ten itself might explode.

“Good job, Hon,” Zntik murmured, leaned in, and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re such a gloriously smart Fixer. I hope our baby has all your brains. All your brains and my drive.

“Then they’d be well suited to be happy and do what they wanted to.

“I assume this is at the point just like last time, you can’t proceed without testing, but you’re nervous to try. Which means it’s time to go.

“I know you said we can’t go with you, and I won’t, but I do want to help otherwise. What can I do, my tasty thing? How can I assist, Hon?”

As she spoke, Zntik had put her hands on him and began rubbing at him. Her palms and fingertips gliding back and forth across his shoulders and upper back.

A pleasant and warm sensation had immediately suffused through him at her words and touches.

Somehow, she always made him feel cared for and appreciated.

Maybe I’m like a damn shrub.

I need someone watering me and tending to me a bit more often than I realized.

Now that I think about it, I don’t think anyone really ever… has given me this type of care.

Affirmations and reinforcement.

Feels pretty good.

“I don’t really know how you can help,” Wrench said as he looked over the QE-Ten. It really looked a lot like a giant rectangle originally, with an odd handle and a trigger on it.

Whoever had built it, hadn’t been going for ergonomic or pretty.

It felt a lot more like a very nasty prototype.

Now it was even more so a nasty prototype, with circuit boards haphazardly attached to it, wires jutting out and spiraling around, and more than a few brand new holes put into it. All for the sake of feeding wires and power through the system where it wasn’t supposed to be originally.

“Really, I promise. I can’t think of anything you can do to help. Other than maybe try to find another Tongsta power source,” Wrench suggested, truly thinking on it. “I’d like to try and see if we can get the QE-Eleven working. That thing was just too big to move, but if we had another power source, we could try to get that running.

“I have no idea what it’d do to the Tongsta on board when we flipped it on, but it’d be worth seeing if it operates like a shield as the Humans thought it would.”

“I can do that. I know what I’m looking for, where it might be, and can even do it without risk of myself or our baby,” Zntik said, then planted another kiss on his cheek. Her arms circled around his front, and she pressed in close and tight to him from behind. “Now, promise me you’ll be as safe as you can manage, Hon. You’re not allowed to leave me alone with a child.

“Let alone everyone else you’d devastate.

“So while I know this is important to you, and you want to save all those Hume, you have a great responsibility to a number of people as well. Selfish as it is to say, I value you and your life much more so than any of theirs.”

Wrench froze at her words as he contemplated exactly what they meant.

She wasn’t wrong.

She was in fact absolutely right.

He had fallen right back into the same trap that this had all started with.

He’d gone from living for himself and those around him, to unknown strangers. To walking down a hall where Tongsta would prowl with an untested weapon on a quest to save as many Hume as he could.

Damn me if I’m not repeating the exact same mistake as last time, aren’t I?

In fact… in fact, aren’t I going to be heading down the same hall I died in last time? Almost the exact same one?

For shit’s sake, I really am.

This is exactly where it all started, with almost the same circumstances.

“I will value my life dearly and I’ll be sure to not spend it,” Wrench assured her, reaching up to put a hand on Zntik’s head. Her lightly rubbed his hand back and forth across the top of her skull, pushing her silky hair about. “I’ll do all I can to survive and come back to you. All I can. I have no intention of being a martyr, and I want to see my kids grow up.”

“Good. Then… kiss me, give me several compliments as you always do, fondle me briefly, and get going. I’ll reward you upon your return,” demanded Zntik, turning her head and then biting at his earlobe.

***

Stepping out into the storage space, Wrench took in a short breath, held it, then let it out after a long pause. This was more or less exactly how it started last time.

Thankfully, he wasn’t the same person this time.

Overclocking his system, he did his best to ramp it in a way that would give him the best movement, endurance, and usage of the atmosphere here. While also hopefully not overly taxing himself and burning out his calories.

To offset that, he had literally eaten two barrels of Tongsta food.

Which was absolutely vile, but necessary. He once again felt a lot like a barrel full of jelly that was wobbling about with every movement.

His body had shifted its systems higher to digest all of the food as rapidly as possible and with the maximum of digestion, but even then, he still felt disgustingly full. Full and unable to eat anything further.

There was nothing else to do but to push ahead.

Thankfully, he knew where the “shaft” was, based on his memory. He would pass by it if he went down the same route he had in his last life, in fact.

Pushing himself forward, Wrench began to quickly move. Letting the boots barely magnetize as his feet neared the plate and touching, before propelling himself forward again. It was a strange way to move but it’d give him the distance he needed with a good bit of speed.

All without overtaxing himself.

Exiting the storage room, Wrench entered the hall and looked both ways.

There weren’t any Tongsta visible.

Turning to the left, he began to more or less skip along it.

The QE-Ten hung awkwardly against his chest, the zero-g causing the wires to flop about a bit more than he wanted them to. It was in fact somewhat unnerving to him, and he feared they’d disconnect themselves.

Despite him having made sure they would do no such thing.

Moving a lot faster this time than last time.

A lot more confidently, too.

Then again, I’m also considerably younger, in extremely better shape, and at a point physically where the comparison is pointless.

Nodding his head at his own thoughts, Wrench hopped along.

Moving quickly down the hall and without any Tongsta appearing at all.

That had been one of his original reasons for picking this hall, however. It wasn’t very populated and there hadn’t been many Tongsta taking it.

Wrench turned as he came up next to the “shaft” as Small-Boy had called it.

It was an accurate moniker if one considered it from the point of view of a Hume.

A massive open pit that led down as well as up.

As if someone had bored a hole straight through with a perfectly shaped drill.

Leaning over the shaft he looked up, then down.

In this singular space, gravity was on.

On the decks that led into it, it was off.

Small-Boy had made a climb that wouldn’t have been easy for most Hume, let alone an older Mender that was likely weak with hunger. Or perhaps even crushed, as they weren’t sure if his injuries had occurred before or after his climb.

Wrench spotted where it was likely Small-Boy had made the trip.

It was a small groove in the side of the shaft that looked a lot like where the teeth of a gear would go, but would function adequately as a terrible ladder. One that would certainly bruise up the hands as well as force one to grip at every rung.

“How can I not go try to help when he had enough determination to do all this,” Wrench mumbled to himself. There wasn’t any possibility of not trying to help with how much Small-Boy had done.

Stepping over the edge of the shaft, Wrench felt it as gravity took hold. His boots immediately locked hard onto the side of the shaft and held him there.

Walking forward, he began the descent. It’d be slower than it had been in the hall, but it’d be easier than the climb Small-Boy had made.

Likely faster, too.

By the time he made it to the bottom, his legs felt somewhat strained.

They had taken up a great deal of his weight and the pull of gravity to keep him upright. It’d been a constant pull to bring his head forward and against the side of the shaft.

Most especially so had the effort been felt in his knees and waist.

Spending precious calories just to fight against it.

He had considered taking the same route Small-Boy had several times, but he wasn’t sure if it’d have the same caloric cost to take that not-ladder.

Stepping out of the shaft, Wrench found himself in a T-intersection hallway.

It’s kind of hard not to see this as anything other than a spaceship now.

Like a blow to the head, it’s something you can’t just ignore.

Then again, I didn’t know much of—

Wrench paused as a Tongsta came into view, turning into the corridor Wrench was in and began moving his way.

“What? What the… another Hume?” asked a voice.

“Time for a test, I guess,” Wrench muttered and shouldered the QE-Ten.

Aiming it down the hall at the Tongsta, he aimed for the center of them.

Or at least, aiming the best that he could.

There were no optics that could be mounted onto the weapon, nor were there any type of hardware that would provide a focal point of where the shot would go.

This was going to be a shot that was in a general direction more than anything precise.

Wrench pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

At all, in fact.

There wasn’t even a response from the device he held other than a feeling of heat being displaced from the radiator fins he added to a number of the circuit board components.

“Where the hell are they coming from? I thought I clos-cl… wh-what? What? My—”

The voice was cut off with an indecipherable noise that Wrench felt a lot like a Tongsta screaming. Except it didn’t translate to anything of note other than noise and strange static.

Then the Tongsta began to violently wobble about in the air. Its round surface started flexing, extending outward, then collapsing in on itself again. All over its body, the same movements were happening, though not entirely at the same time.

Slowly, Wrench let the QE-Ten drift down from his shoulder as the Tongsta continued to ripple and morph before his eyes.

As it happened, what Wrench assumed was screaming slowly faded away. The volume was tied to the size of the Tongsta he guessed, since it was shrinking rapidly.

Collapsing in on itself even as its body continued to spasm and wildly flutter about. Violently thrashing at everything around and itself as it floated toward Wrench.

The implosion of the Tongsta didn’t stop despite the strange reaction over its surface diminishing in activity.

To the point that when the Tongsta came close to Wrench, it had condensed down to the point that it was no larger than the large balls the School-Hume often played with.

It passed by Wrench and continued down the hall, barely moving at all now even as it glided through zero-gravity.

“Alright,” he murmured to himself and looked to the weapon. “You definitely can kill a Tongsta. Now I just need to figure out how you work and see if I want to build more of you.

“Because the moment this becomes a point of knowledge, it’ll become a weapon for others. I might not be able to control the spread of it at that point.”

Shaking his head, Wrench continued straight ahead. Just as Small-Boy had advised him to.

Entering that third of the T-junction, he started in on his skipping run again.

Straight to the end was his goal. He imagined there was some sort of deformity in the wall. Some crack there that he could wriggle himself into and proceed down and through.

Small-Boy hadn’t said anything else other than straight ahead until there, after all.

Behind him, Wrench heard something strange. An odd noise that he couldn’t quite place but felt like it could only be from one source.

A Tongsta, of course.

There wouldn’t be anything else roaming the corridors.

Wrench dialed up his hearing sensitivity to a degree and kept moving. Just because he was expecting something behind him didn’t mean he couldn’t keep going.

Ahead, Wrench could see there was indeed a hole there. It was quite small, and he’d be somewhat hard pressed to get himself and his backpack through it.

There was the distinct possibility he’d have to widen it a touch to accommodate him and his tools.

Behind him, the noises were growing louder.

Quite a bit, in fact, as if it were more than one Tongsta.

More than one Tongsta and looking for whatever had just happened, he imagined.

For all he knew, the QE-Ten was like a beacon being set off to a Tongsta. Someone throwing an explosive into the oxygen purifier and letting the whole thing go up with a boom.

Even if to him as a Hume it might as well have been equivalent to a rather modest fart.

Not wanting to drag attention to the hole, Wrench let his boots clamp down to the plate, turned, then lifted the QE-Ten to his shoulder.

If the Tongsta were indeed looking and could identify when he used the weapon, then he needed to be sure to do it some-ways away from where he was going. Using it here in this junction of the corridor would hopefully lead them to believe it kept going around the corridor where it turned at the end, rather than looking more intently.

And discovering the hole.

Six Tongsta of various sizes came into view.

Floating at different heights, they held a number of odd tools in tentacles, and genuinely looked to be investigating what had happened. As if they were responding to an emergency event.

Alright. Wait to see if they come my way. If they do, fire at them all.

If they don’t, let them go.

With any luck they’ll see that Tongsta ball and go investigate it, rather than me.

Then I can—

“It’s a Hume,” one of the Tongsta said.

All of the devices they held were pointed his way. Clearly looking to see if he was the cause of whatever they had sensed, heard, or otherwise perceived.

Many, the Tongsta really make no sense.

It’s just damn annoying anymore to not understand how they exist.

Extra-planar dimensional bullshit.

If I ever see Edmund again, I’ll ask him to explain it to me.

Explain it to me as if I were a five-year-old.

The Tongsta started moving toward him and Wrench’s choices in the matter began to rapidly dwindle. If they were focusing on him, he wouldn’t have any other choice than to hit them with the QE-Ten.

Holding his breath, Wrench hesitated a few seconds more, then pulled the trigger.

Only to hold it down.

He was hoping it would perform just like other guns he’d experienced and that it would fire endlessly with it held down. If it didn’t, he would just let go and try again after a moment to confirm results.

The Tongsta in the center he had fired at began shrieking.

None of the others did, but they all stopped and were clearly looking to their companion. Even as the devices in their hands began to beep, blip, and warble incessantly.

Wrench quickly aimed at the other five and pulled the trigger once for each.

There was no mistaking however that the weapon was now heating up. To the point that he was worried it was overheating, in fact.

He felt like he was standing next to an open oven, and the waves of heat from opening the door were now washing over him.

As each and every Tongsta he fired at began to scream and convulse, Wrench fled.

He needed to be gone, immediately. To get out of this area.

Firstly to give the QE-Ten a chance to cool down.

Secondly, he needed to break contact and get to his task. The Hab wasn’t going to get fresh air with him just standing around.

Not to mention, the atmosphere in the corridors was most certainly not breathable long term.

Squeak had informed him that Small-Boy had suffered a great deal for breathing it in as long as he had. Which meant the Hab couldn’t just rely on the Tongsta atmosphere either.

Time was running out in more ways than one.

Reaching the hole, Wrench was gratified to find that it was just barely large enough for him to squeeze through. At least, so long as he pushed his backpack in first, pushed all the air out of his lungs, and wriggled his way through.

It was such a tight squeeze that several scrapes and scratches were gouged into his back. The sharp edges of the hole cutting right through his clothes and skin alike.

Coming out the other side, Wrench took in a deep breath, then rushed forward again.

He didn’t have time to catch his breath.


Chapter 33

Wrench leaned down and peaked through the rather large hole.

It looked as if a plate had come down suddenly and smashed into another plate. The former bending and buckling partially with the force of it.

There were signs it’d been repaired to a degree, but this particular spot had been overlooked or ignored. For one reason or another, it was an opportunity for the Hume.

More importantly, an opportunity for Wrench.

Getting down on his stomach, he wormed his way through the hole and out the other side.

No sooner had he stood up, than he realized that he had vastly under-estimated his personal thoughts on what this Hab would be.

In his mind, it had taken the shape of a Hab much like all the others.

Just incredibly larger and sprawled out to accommodate it all.

That was entirely wrong.

Whoever this clan of Tongsta was, they had been there when the Human planet fell, or had spent a lot of power, trade, or promises to get things from that fall.

Wrench was staring out at what looked rather similar to the cities Wrench had seen with his trip to Edmund’s world. Large buildings, several skyscrapers, and even a large mishmash of housing throughout and spread out in front of him.

As well as a great deal of newer, more ram-shackle looking buildings, thrown around where-ever they could be fit into locations. Or at least, where they were allowed to be fit in.

He could see some areas of this Hab that were sealed off with walls and gated off from the rest of the area.

“Well shit,” he murmured to himself.

From what he could tell, he was on the other side of a large body of water and at a considerable height. It seemed that where-ever this was, it wasn’t something that would normally be accessible.

He was standing atop what was literally a wall that swept up from the body of water and looped around the edge of the area.

Looking to the side, Wrench saw that if he followed along the top of the wall, he’d reach a strange looking building with odd pipes sticking out the top of it.

Quite a few of them in fact.

There were also distinct signs of Tongsta handiwork and technology that had been stuck onto the side, top, and around the building.

Given it was placed where it was, that it had Tongsta tech on it, and that Small-Boy had been able to access it, Wrench was fairly certain that this was part of the Fixer’s responsibility. This building, whatever it might be, was part of what he would’ve normally considered the “Ducts” and would be his first place to go.

Moving at a smooth jog, Wrench was happy that he didn’t have to rely on the boots or anything else. He could move quite freely here and without any issues.

Unfortunately, he did note that he could feel that his body was compensating for a thinness to the air. That the oxygen mixture of this massive Hab was more certainly bad and lacked an appropriate amount.

Which meant his he was already out of time.

Wrench reached the building quickly and got his answer as to the function of the building.

Not far away appeared to be a similar ruin of a building. Showing all the similar types of things that this one had, just spread out over the area around it.

As if it’d blown up, in fact. Much as Small-Boy had described.

“Okay… well… that means I need to get this one running and then at two hundred percent,” he muttered to himself as he pulled the door open. “This one is just shut off, likely because the Fixers died. I can get it up and running and go from there.

“This is actually much easier than I was afraid of it being. Much easier. This is going to be a cinch, in fact. Way easier than I ever expected it to be.”

Nodding his head, Wrench entered the building and found exactly what he was looking for rather quickly.

A simple display sat at a monitoring station had all the information he wanted. Even at a glance he had known exactly what it was, despite it being one amongst twenty displays.

As a Fixer, it was just inherent to him.

He put down his backpack filled with tools as well as the QE-Ten. Setting everything off but not far in case he needed it.

Tapping at the screen, he found it responsive.

In seconds, he had turned the system back on, set the production rate to nearly two hundred percent, and modified the mixtures based on his own mental calculations. On top of that, he programmed the scrubbers and filters to run at four hundred percent of their normal efficiency for the next day.

If only to catch up and be able to set the Hab back to a normal starting point.

Letting his hand fall to his side, Wrench stared at the screen. A strange feeling bubbled and percolated away inside of his chest. Leaving him feeling as if he were missing something and that this was incorrect.

It was too easy, and there really wasn’t even a struggle, other than getting here.

“Knowledge,” Wrench blurted out, the realization coming to him in a flash.

“This is why I trained up Stripe and Gadget. It’s why I always had someone working outside of any area that was dangerous,” he mumbled to himself. “Just in case something went horribly wrong, there’d be at least one Fixer left to try and handle a situation.

“They somehow managed to lose every single Fixer here. Without the Tongsta stepping in to right the situation, there’s no one to simply… turn it back on.”

Closing his eyes, Wrench put one hand over his eyes.

“There’s so much I need to change and Fix. I have no idea how we’re going to form a society out of this, or how we’ll be able to live and thrive in it when we do,” he continued. Contemplating just how deep all these societal problems went.

In truth, the Hume may be too altered as they exist at the moment to be able to live autonomously. Help would need to be received from Tongsta who were willing to assist, but something would have to be done as well to prevent the Hume to fall back into their pre-built roles.

“Generations. Generations on generations before we can function in a similar way to Humans,” hissed Wrench. “I’ll have to forcibly lead the way for quite a while before I can hand it off to a government.

“To lead and get people to start forming larger societies and groups beyond just their Habs. Likely several groupings of Habs at a time. Slowly acclimating everyone to the idea of ever larger Habs until it’s all one giant Hab.

“Then go from there.

“Hopefully… hopefully by then the roles we’ve been groomed with will fade away. Breeding School endlessly into all the Menders, Fixers, Brawlers, Admini… everyone, until we’re all one type. That’s what we’ll have to do.

“I’ll be Head Wrench and slowly blend all the Habs together. Group by group.

“I can use the Human planet as a study source, too. See what kind of societies they have, have had, or might have, and try to navigate it all as I go.”

Wrench let his hand fall away, blinked, and looked to one of the other monitors in the large display.

Then another.

Frowning, he read what was there and moved his eyes to the next.

More than half of the screens had what could only be described as Admini protocols and reports on them. As if this location had been utilized by both Admini and Fixers, and not just Fixers alone.

Which would make sense to a degree if this was some type of centralized work location.

Despite not being an Admini, Wrench could read the reports that were listed and found that they bothered him.

Significantly, in fact.

From what he could read, and infer between the reports, the Hab was rapidly running out of food. Water resources would last a bit longer than the food, but not by a significant margin.

Everything was heading towards a fantastic end in about a week.

“Wait,” Wrench muttered and looked at the date listed on the report. Then looked to the dates listed in the Fixer reports. “About a week… five days ago. They’re all down to two days.

“Assuming the Admini are even still handing out food.

“If the Admini here blew up five days ago, what would the remaining Admini, if any, do?

“Should they be anything like the Admini I knew, they’re probably hoarding it for themselves. Not wanting to hand anything out and trying to ration it.

“That wouldn’t go well with Brawlers though. They’d probably be clamoring for their share and willing to fight for it.

“Even if everything hasn’t failed yet, it’s going to fail soon. Even with me fixing this, it fixes nothing.

“The Tongsta need to bring food in and now.

“There isn’t enough food I could steal anywhere to feed this many Hume either. The only solution is the Tongsta and getting them to restock here with Hume food.

“From wherever the heck they have it stored.

“We never did find that location in my previous life. Not exactly something I could expect to find here either.”

Grinding his teeth, Wrench shook his head. Searching through his thoughts for some type of plan that’d let him get food for the Hume.

A lot of food, considering how many there were. Thousands upon thousands indeed.

Given how much the atmosphere requirement had been, Wrench would estimate it to be around fourteen-thousand Hume in this one area.

This one ruined city, filled with Hume that were likely bred for a very disgusting end.

Because while the games he had participated in were barbaric, and Hume died, they were still regulated. Certain expectations, rules, and guarantees were given to all those involved.

He knew for a fact that there were indeed unbroadcasted games where they didn’t even have much of anything in regards to rules. Other than whatever a Tongsta decided in the moment that it should be.

These Hume were likely bred for that purpose and to that end.

Closing his eyes, he shook his head again. His thoughts were running away from him.

He needed to focus.

“Finding the storehouse is a possibility. Forcing a Tongsta to assist is a possibility,” he recited off, ticking off his ideas. “Of those two, I can try the first easily enough. I just need to find a Tongsta station and see if I can access a map. A map that might tell me where the storehouse is.

“If not that, then… then forcing a Tongsta. Or… the Tongsta?

“I could force them with the QE-Ten to do what I wanted. They’re aware Tongsta are dying. That only keeps whoever in front of me compliant though.

“It doesn’t do anything to those not in line of sight or those who aren’t nearby. I need a way to… to… a way to… threaten them. Threaten them all.”

Wrench’s mind came to a screeching halt as he came to a sudden and rather logical idea.

Or at least, logical to him.

He had several nuclear devices he could use.

If he put one on a shuttle, one in the engineering room, and one on the bridge, he could put the entirety of the ship in a form of lockdown.

At the same time, he could also try to get the QE-Eleven up and running.

If the shield version of the weapon could perform in a similar fashion to the gun-type, then it wouldn’t be an issue to eliminate everyone on the ship. Except that’d leave them scrambling to control the ship without any Tongsta to assist them.

Well… I can do both, I guess.

Threaten with the nuclear weapons, demonstrate with the shuttle. If it doesn’t work… then… activate the QE-Eleven? Wipe out the ship entirely?

If I do it that way, I suppose I’d have to figure out how to run the ship on my own with my implant.

That sounds kind of awful and I’m not sure I could handle it long term.

The alternative is to blow up the bridge, and hope there’s enough Tongsta aware of what happened to do what I want.

On top of hoping that it doesn’t blow up the entirety of the ship, actually.

Ugh.

That’s actually a terrible plan.

Shaking his head, Wrench discarded the idea of actually blowing up the bridge or the engineering room. Realistically, the ship could possibly come apart under the weight of the bomb.

Wrench had no idea of the actual yield of it or what it’d do.

He had hypothesized previously that detonating it on the bridge would blow up the ship originally. Only to throw that idea into the trash after witnessing how much punishment they seemed to be able to take.

Yet at this moment he was concerned that it would do more than enough damage to cause the ship to self-destruct or fall apart. After all, even Goodie’s ship that she’d been serving on had become a ruin.

There was a limit to the amount of damage a Tongsta ship could endure before it ended up being unable to continue.

“Threaten, demonstrate, bluff, QE-Eleven… hope,” he muttered to himself, then shook his head.

Regardless of anything he wanted to do though, he still needed to get ahold of the nuclear devices and the QE-Eleven.

That meant going back through the decks, back to the resistance.

From there, he would have to manage to get into a Tongsta machine and communicate with the crew of the ship so that he could be heard.

Someone would need to be watching over him with the QE-Ten so that the Tongsta didn’t try to do anything as well.

At the moment, Wrench felt quite overwhelmed and lacking in resources. This moment above all others felt like the most dangerous and worst placed situation in his life.

Leaning his head back, Wrench came to the singular conclusion that would give him an answer to multiple things. Staring up at the ceiling above he found no other answer, either.

“Alright,” he mumbled to himself. “Find a Tongsta device console, shove myself in, and… go from there. First order of business will be contacting the resistance if possible. Maybe I can find a camera nearby with an audio attachment. See if I can’t coax Nunnkish or Zntik out. They’d be more likely to hear me.

“Then have them put a bomb on a shuttle and then threaten the ship. Move from there.”

Wrench blinked.

His entire idea hinged on finding a console he could use and somehow contacting the resistance.

Wrench gave up on that idea and came back to the ugly realization that he just needed to head back to the resistance himself.

“Okay,” turning, he grabbed the QE-Ten, threw his pack over his shoulder, and left.

He’d wasted enough time.

Exiting the building, he jogged along the wall and glanced out to the ruins as he left them.

There were fires burning here and there and he could hear what he swore was the distinct sound of people yelling.

Screaming, really.

Likely all of them fighting for what food they could find either from taking it from others, or protecting what was theirs from those very people.

Wrench left swiftly.

His mind wandered as he jogged all the way back to the hole that led into the corridor.

Laying on the ground beside it, he was peering out into the corridor itself. Trying to see what he could while straining his hearing.

His system responded to his needs and had dialed up his sensitivity to visual and audio cues, yet he detected nothing at all. Everything was silent, still, and calm.

There were no Tongsta here.

Gnawing at his lip for several seconds, Wrench pushed his pack through the hole. Tucking it to the side, he then did the same with the QE-Ten.

Once both were free, he wriggled himself through, though he did take his time in the doing of it. Working himself along as best as he could without taking chunks out of his back.

The last thing he wanted to do was spend calories to heal himself when he had no idea how much he would need to complete his tasks.

Coming out the other side, Wrench grabbed his pack, threw it on, then drew up the QE-Ten. He looked to the left, down the corridor, and back toward the shaft.

There were still no Tongsta.

On a weird feeling, he instead looked up.

Floating above him were five balls about the size of his fist. Each of them was dark green in color and had a surface that was quite shimmery.

It took Wrench staring at them for several seconds to realize what they were.

They were the remains of a number of the Tongsta he’d shot with the QE-Ten.

Unable to help himself, Wrench gently pushed off from the deck plate and moved toward the corpses. He wanted to touch them, inspect them, and see what they were like.

He knew he had other things he needed to do right now, but he desperately wanted to know what happened to the Tongsta when they were struck by the device.

Clamping a foot to the wall as he reached the Tongsta, Wrench hesitated. His hand halfway outstretched to the remains.

On a sudden mental note that his time was limited, Wrench grabbed it and brought it close to himself.

It was semi-firm to the touch. To the point that it made him feel like he was holding an apple or a cucumber. A somewhat firm exterior with a softer interior with some force put through his fingers.

Lifting it up to his nose, he sniffed it on a whim.

Smells weirdly like the medical paste they use. I wonder if it’s made out of a faux-Tongsta.

Like a graft or something similar.

Before his brain could provide an answer to that, or understand what was happening, Wrench’s body decided it was a great time to try biting the dead Tongsta.

And only caught up as a mouthful of it came away in a chunk inside his mouth.

Wrench stood there trying to understand what prompted him to take a bite, his mouth full.

Not wanting to consider what he was doing, he tried chewing it.

It felt a lot like chewing at undercooked bread back at the resistance. The kind he’d had when someone was new in the kitchen area, and they didn’t quite know what they were supposed to be doing.

Surprisingly, there wasn’t much of a flavor or scent to it.

Then he swallowed it and stood there, not quite sure what to do next.

In the back of his mind, he knew that some Tongsta had experimented with eating Hume and had even gone as far as to ingest them while alive. Letting them be dissolved inside of their bodies.

Wrench quickly snatched up the other Tongsta corpses and stuffed them into his pack while taking another bite of the one he was holding onto.

At the same time, he once again dialed his digestive system into an overdrive state. Wanting it to extract every possible calorie from what he was eating and leaving nothing behind.

Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and right now he would have eaten the rotting corpse of anything he came across if only to add calories to his “energy bank”.

It just happened to be a Tongsta corpse.

Turning, he leapt for the lower plate and went to get back on his journey.

Back to the resistance.


Chapter 34

Wrench peered back down the shaft.

With deep breaths and feeling more tired than he wanted, he only now realized that going up was far worse than moving down it.

Having to power his weight up along while dealing with gravity itself.

To the point that he had finally given up and took the not-ladder that Small-Boy had.

It’d been horrible and drained him significantly.

Forcing him to burn more calories away just to keep his endurance and his body moving.

“Small-Boy… your determination is immense,” Wrench mumbled, and then re-checked the hall in both directions. There were no Tongsta in either direction.

For one reason or another, the Tongsta seemed to be elsewhere.

Moving swiftly, Wrench headed toward the resistance. The boots clomping and popping as he went. Clanging against the deck plate with every step as he more or less flutter kicked his way along.

As he approached the storeroom that led to the resistance however, he noted there was a lot more noise than he expected. It was traveling down the corridor at the point where he would need to turn in fact.

It sounded like a good number of Tongsta, though they often tended to do whatever they were doing without speaking. Their way of communicating to one another didn’t involve verbalizing it or making noise, unless they wished to do so.

Reaching the intersection, Wrench peered around the corner with as little of his body visible, as well as his head, as he could manage. The last thing he wanted to do was to alert the Tongsta to his presence.

More so if they had somehow discovered the hole to the resistance area and were investigating it. For all he knew they were able to track the QE-Ten device backward, rather than forward.

Or they were just looking for anything out of the ordinary and something pinged them.

Three Tongsta were currently moving everything around in the storeroom. As if they were searching for something in the storage itself.

Rather than looking for the resistance.

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Wrench had to think about what to do now.

He could easily tear apart these Tongsta and turn them into Tongsta-melons, but that would more than likely draw even more attention to this particular spot. Or more accurately, the resistance.

If they weren’t looking for them right now and were indeed sorting through storage, they would probably be looking at the storeroom in depth after he killed these Tongsta.

Because if this really was the ship that held the Games, as well as a ship that was opposing the Grand-Clan and Goodie, it was likely massive. Massive and bursting with Tongsta.

He was convinced that he had only seen a fraction of the ship and those on it.

It was quite likely that his hallway escapade hadn’t tracked back to the hole because it literally had been in a hallway. That they moved ahead or backward to try and find him.

Doing anything here would focus the entirety of the search in a very small area.

Zntik and Nunnkish both knew that if a Tongsta came poking about they were supposed to close the hole up. They had even created a panel that would fit the hole in an impressive way that would hopefully prevent any atmosphere from leaking as well.

With a shake of his head, Wrench knew that he couldn’t go to the resistance now.

He had to find a nearby Tongsta device he could interact with and see about what he could do from there. Then perhaps rush back into the resistance Hab after the Tongsta left if he could draw them away.

Turning away, Wrench went back the way he came.

He had been doing his best to read any type of signage that was spread throughout the ship as he went. Trying to figure out if there was anything that stood out to him.

Unfortunately, none of it made a lick of sense.

It was as if they somehow had a different way of categorizing locations and paths than Captain Boyfriend’s ship did.

Wrench turned and entered a corridor he hadn’t taken previously with a preceding thought that boiled it all down to “guess and check”. Which was a real shit way to do things as far as Wrench was concerned.

Such methodology was a great way to ruin known-working variables.

This hall had a number of doorways that were all open. Not one of them was closed and didn’t have anything to keep him out of them. As if the security procedures weren’t in effect despite a number of Tongsta having gone missing.

Then again, their view on time is very different. It likely hasn’t been very long at all for them.

Easing up to the nearest doorway, Wrench peaked in.

He saw nothing of use, nor a Tongsta. For all intents and purposes, it looked like an office of some sort.

Moving away, Wrench checked the next.

And the next.

And the next after that.

Down the hall he went, checking each and every one, finding nothing, and no one.

All of it had the appearance of an office complex that was just empty.

The whole hall was devoid of life.

Leaving the corridor completely, Wrench was starting to feel a bit distraught.

Every plan he had so far was a failure.

Nothing was turning out the way he wanted, and it was looking more and more grim by the minute he felt like.

Only for his mind to interpret the situation as an issue and begin messing with the chemicals in his brain, as well as engulfing him with a flood of endorphins.

Whatever momentary panic he had felt was washed away.

Wrench pushed into the next corridor, which had another line of doorways, and began checking them. Doing much as he had previously and looking into each.

Halfway down, he finally found something of use.

A Tongsta.

At a Tongsta device, no less.

It was a stroke of luck that Wrench was quite happy to have, though he wasn’t very happy about the fact that he didn’t have at tunneler.

If he used the QE-Ten, it’d likely lead all the Tongsta right here.

Yet he needed to kill a Tongsta to get access to their goop, then jump into the Tongsta device.

A strange thought popped into Wrench’s head.

If he simply entered the device while the other Tongsta was in it, he would likely gain their access. He was somewhat concerned about the possibility of it simply attacking him as soon as he entered the device, but he really didn’t have a better choice.

Or even an idea of how he’d breathe inside of the goop, in fact.

Wrench was only now realizing just how badly thought out this was, yet it was still the best plan he could come up with given the circumstances.

“Fuck it,” he said, lifted the QE-Ten, and fired.

It struck the Tongsta and the device.

Or so he imagined with how he’d aimed it.

Once more the Tongsta let out a shriek and jerked itself out of the device. Writhing about frantically even as its body began to strangely morph and shift.

Wrench crouched low with a strange and sudden thought, then launched himself forward.

Straight at the Tongsta.

He had done so while absolutely flooring the systems that controlled the muscles, bones, tendons, and blood circulation in his hips and legs. Hitting it so hard that “overclocked” barely explained how extreme the change was.

Shooting forward like a round from a rifle, Wrench smashed into the Tongsta turning itself into a melon. Wrench struck it with his arms out in front of himself after hardening his upper body to the point that he might as well have been an arrow head.

The force of the strike was so much that Wrench quite literally submerged himself into the dying Tongsta. Suddenly finding himself inside of it and floating about inside its insides.

Dialing down his body to a normal level, he then converted his ability to hold his breath and work on low oxygen to an extreme level.

As well as modifying his skin and all external features of himself to resist the corrosive internals of the Tongsta. If he could get into the Tongsta before it completely collapsed and back out, he would at least have a window to use the Tongsta device in, provided he could get to another.

Thankfully the force of the launch carried the dying Tongsta toward the back wall and gave Wrench a chance to stick his boots to it.

Unfortunately, Wrench underestimated the length of time it’d take for the Tongsta to melon itself. While the force of his launch took him to the wall, the Tongsta hadn’t collapsed enough for him to be able to reach the wall with his boots.

Fucking hell, I rushed it.

Unable to do much of anything now as he floated here in the middle of the dying Tongsta, as it floated in the middle of the office, Wrench could only be aggrieved with himself. Frustrated with his choices and what he had done to himself.

Shit, fuck, shit.

It’s going to crush me, isn’t it?

Fucking hell I’m stupid.

If I hadn’t dialed down the fear, I would’ve had second thoughts about doing this. I would’ve reconsidered it.

Damn!

Collapsing further and further, the Tongsta rapidly condensed around Wrench. The somewhat mushy substance that surrounded him becoming more and more solid.

Firming up just as he could attest to when he had eaten one.

The pressure on his chest and head kept going up as everything contracted.

Until the Tongsta ripped itself at the top and bottom. Followed by the sides.

Becoming something more akin to a t-shirt wrapped around most of Wrench’s middle.

Looking down at himself, he really didn’t know what to think or say to the change. Other than it was mildly unnerving.

He was wearing a Tongsta corpse like it were a vest.

Given he had eaten one earlier, he wasn’t entirely at a loss, but it was certainly different.

Wrench dialed his breathing back to normal and realized he was heading toward the ceiling right now.

Spinning himself about, Wrench got the boots ready and clamped them down the moment they were close enough.

Immediately after, he nearly sprinted out of the office. The boots clattering loudly across the plates as he left the office and scurried off.

As he went, he looked into the other offices passing by him on either side.

Only to nearly turn himself around on a dime and then dart toward an office.

It had a Tongsta device in it and was empty.

This was somewhat of a risk, but he needed to know right now if this Tongsta t-shirt was enough to get him access to the device.

Entering the office, Wrench moved around to the device and then gently threw himself at it. Spinning around till his back was moving toward the exterior of the device.

No sooner had his back hit the device than he felt a strange crawling sensation creep up the back of his neck. It stopped just below where his neck met his skull, which was where the Tongsta t-shirt ended.

Realizing this wasn’t going to cut it, Wrench tapped the back of his head to the device.

Immediately his implant connected to it, and he felt his skull ring.

An uncomfortable feeling that he hadn’t experienced before settled in his mind even as he felt the connections being made that often happened when he interacted with a Tongsta device like this.

“Greetings xxhht. Would you like to continue?” asked the same voice as ever. Wrench wondered why every system seemed to have its own greeting, then shook the thought off.

“Confirm crew compliment,” he tried, wondering if his thoughts about this ship being massive were accurate.

“Four thousand listed to the ship’s compliment, six thousand four hundred thirteen confirmed aboard,” answered the voice.

Holy fucking shit.

I can’t take on that many Tongsta at all.

Even trying to threaten them like I originally wanted to would just be too much.

“Automate feeding the Games Hab. They have a lack of Hume feed at the moment,” ordered Wrench.

“Request put in,” answered the voice.

Errr… shit. Well, that’s the best I can do for that I guess.

What else can I do?

I need to get back to the resistance Hab.

A diversion then.

“Ship wide announcement,” Wrench stated. “Broadcast this in your own voice in all ways. Message is as follows. Multiple explosive devices found. Engineering. Engine internals. Immediate assistance required. All hands to battle stations. Shut down all operable drives. Proceed with caution. Suspected saboteur.”

“Received. Should I send the message?” asked the voice.

“Yes. Send it. All channels. Declare an emergency on all frequencies and communication relays outside of the ship. Include the code word, Mom to it,” Wrench mentally demanded as a sudden idea came to him. This was an opportunity to do far more than he had originally expected. “After that’s done, shut down all communications until the explosives are accounted for.”

He was banking on whoever this individual was having enough authority to do all this. It was likely that the message would go through, but he wasn’t sure on locking out the communications afterwards.

“Message sent as requested,” said the voice. “You lack the administrative rights to lock communications. Request sent for approval.”

Ah well. Was worth… worth a… ugh.

That’s awful.

Without warning, an odd feeling swept through Wrench even as he hung there against the device. Something that went through him and seemed to provide him with a strange and unsettling feeling.

Almost as if he had come to a stop too fast, but not quite fast enough to knock him off his feet. A disturbing feeling that felt more like everything was lurching slowly away from him.

“This terminal has been locked out and your credentials have been revoked xxhht. You will now be forcefully logged out,” reported the voice inside his head.

A moment after he had received the message, Wrench felt the device forcefully disconnect him from it. His access was indeed rescinded.

Hanging there, Wrench didn’t quite know what to do now. While there was some resistance to be had by pushing off the machine, he was more likely to end up just shoving himself into it.

Rather than away from it.

His mind flicked to his pack hanging on his back.

He had without meaning to, stuck it into the device entirely. It’d moved into it without any resistance at all.

Pulling his arms out of the straps Wrench tried to wriggle about to see how much leverage he could manage.

There wasn’t much, but there was some.

Pulling his feet in to his chest, he lightly spun around until his feet were now resting on the inside of his pack. In doing it, he tore the Tongsta t-shirt off himself as it stuck to the device.

Glancing down at himself, he saw that the backpack was indeed submerged, and the remains of the Tongsta t-shirt was there as well.

Shifting his feet about, he got them as well placed as he could, then pushed with a slow and gentle pressure. It was hopefully just enough to not overcome the resistance, but allow him to escape the zero velocity and momentum of being where he was.

With a schlup noise that oddly reminded him of Zntik torturing him, the backpack and t-shirt vanished into the machine. At the same time, Wrench began to slowly float toward the floor.

Away from the machine.

Yes!

Yes.

Okay. That… maybe all that will get me just enough time to get into the resistance.

I need to get to the QE-Eleven and-and… and activate the shield.

In fact, nothing else matters.

I can’t get the Games Hab fed as long as the Tongsta are like this. I’m sure I can find a dead Tongsta and use them as a means to activate a device and figure out where the food is.

Then I just have to start moving it myself.

I can do this.

There’s just too many Tongsta on board for this to work otherwise. Far too many.

Once his boots hit the plate, Wrench was off again.

His plan was simple.

Get to the resistance Hab, program the QE-Eleven, and activate it.

Wait, did Zntik get a power source for it? We need a larger one than what’s in the QE-Ten, and this one is already likely discharged to a degree, with how much I’ve used it.

In fact, it’s likely she didn’t manage it, given how everything has gone. It wouldn’t have been safe for her to try and manage it without grav boots or a suit.

That means, I need to get one before I leave.

If I leave without one, I could end up being stuck in the Hab without an exit available. Then I wouldn’t be able to get anything done at all.

Wrench exited the office and ran straight to the end of the corridor where it joined the previous one. Entering it, he knew where he needed to go.

He remembered a small storage room that had a number of Tongsta power sources in it, as well as a great deal of cast-offs that were likely random bits of things to repair objects.

Wrench knew an odds-and-ends location when he saw one, and this was most certainly one for the Tongsta.

Turning when he made it to the corridor that would lead back to the Hab, he slowed down briefly just before fully leaving the corridor he was in. Looking to the left, then the right.

He didn’t see or hear any Tongsta in either direction.

With any luck, they were all heading for their battle stations, already there, or moving to the engineering sections of the ship. Away from where Wrench was or would be.

Pushing on, Wrench started moving again. He needed to get to the storage, get the power-source, and get back to the Hab.

Ahead of him, two Tongsta exited from a doorway that’d been closed only a moment ago.

Lifting the QE-Ten, Wrench hit them both with a blast of the weapon and kept moving.

Both Tongsta began to spasm and wildly implode as they all seemed to do upon being shot. Screaming all the while in their incomprehensible way.

The QE-Ten made a fritzing noise, and a wire floated away from the front of the weapon.

Wincing, Wrench looked through the doorway as he passed it.

He already knew what’d happened and didn’t even need to check it.

At some point, the heat had grown to be too much, and the radiating heat had desoldered the wire to a degree. The most recent shot had probably heated it again and allowed it to pull away as Wrench ran so heavily.

The momentum of his gait knocked it clean out and it was no longer good for anything other than as a club.

It looked a lot like an empty office, much like almost everything did on this ship.

Wrench felt like everything was wrong here, nothing made sense, and even the limited information he had on Tongsta wasn’t helping him at all.

Thankfully, his goal was just ahead.

Slowing down as he reached the doorway, Wrench peeked inside the storeroom.

There were no Tongsta here.

Thank fuck.

Power-source, check the QE-Ten, see if I can repair it before I leave even though that’s unlikely, then run for the Hab.


Chapter 35

Holding the power source under one arm, Wrench held the QE-Ten under the other.

The wire had indeed come unsoldered and only he was to blame.

His soldering had been perfect, but in the end, it’d just overheated, and the solder melted. Which was honestly something he should have accounted for, considering he put on objects to disperse heat.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been aware it’d over heat, he just hadn’t counted on it getting hot enough to break the solder.

Fortunately, it only seemed to have truly affected one point of contact where two different boards overlapped. Right atop the wire that ran most of the power from one end of the weapon to the other.

It wasn’t something he’d be able to repair on the fly, but he could fix it if he had ten minutes and a set of tools. Really though, he wasn’t sure if he would even have five minutes, let alone ten.

All these thoughts, these strange what-if plans, were predicated on the idea that the Tongsta had left the area of the resistance Hab. That they weren’t right out in front of it anymore.

Grasping the rather large brick shaped power-source more firmly as it threatened to slip right out of his arm, Wrench was rather unhappy with the entirety of the situation.

All of it was against him right now it seemed.

To the point that he was convinced someone was quite literally stacking every situation against him with the sole goal of making him give up. That this mad dash to try and save the Games Hab was an endeavor that wouldn’t be worth the time investment.

And here I am, trying to save everyone.

It seems like all I’m ever trying to do is save everyone. Or at least just someone.

I can’t just seem to… to live for myself. To live for my Hab and a small group of people.

Putting myself out there constantly, over and over.

The slightest call to be a hero and there I am, rushing to the front.

Gritting his teeth, Wrench started to slow down.

The storeroom with the resistance Hab entrance was just up ahead. He needed to slow down and creep up to this position.

If there were Tongsta here, they would be more than happy to squash him with little more than an annoyed grunt at best.

Easing up next to the doorway, Wrench peeked his head around the corner.

There were no Tongsta here, and the area was abandoned.

A great deal of the items in the storage had been moved about and there looked like a lot of organization was being done. Things were piled up, put into sorted bits, and things were being cleaned and cleared out. For all intents and purposes, it didn’t seem to him that they were looking for the resistance Hab and the Humes in it, but for something that would’ve or should’ve been in this storage room.

Wrench made sure that it was empty and looked into each and every corner, then quickly moved into the room. Racing as fast as he was able to, given his awkward and cumbersome load.

With any luck, he could shove both items into the hole, crawl in, and be out of sight.

Providing that no one had blocked up the hole, which given what he, Zntik, Nunnkish, and Squeak had planned, was unlikely. If they hadn’t blocked it, they would’ve been woefully ineffective as the security which they were supposed to be.

Upon reaching the hole, Wrench found it was quite visible. The edges had been bent down into place and there was a metal plate sitting behind it.

The security protocol that they had set up had been followed. It was possibly one of the only reasons the Tongsta hadn’t actually found the hole and gone in for the resistance Hab.

Setting down the power-source, then the QE-Ten, Wrench bent down next to the hole.

He balled his fist and slammed it into the plate covering the hole twice.

Paused.

Then hit it a third time.

It was a knock he had long established for his people, and had originated in a long distant past for him. Letting people get in and out of ducts when they didn’t have the right credentials on their person but needed to get in quickly.

Admittedly that hadn’t worked out very well in the end, but it would serve its purposes here.

Standing there, waiting, he was hoping someone was actively listening. That they were waiting for him to arrive and had expected this situation.

Seconds slowly ticked by and Wrench was starting to think he’d have to push the plate out of the way all on his own. Which, if the others had done it right, would be somewhat difficult for him to do without pushing his system limits.

There was a sudden clank, followed by a dragging noise. Then another, as if multiple panels were being pushed out of the way.

“Hold on!” Squeak called from inside the wall. “I’m not strong enough by myself for some of these. I called for Zin and Nun to help me, I’m sorry. It was my turn to take watch.”

Grinning, Wrench glanced over his shoulder back to the doorway.

He froze as his hearing picked up on what sounded a lot like a steady beeping noise.

A sound that reminded him deeply of attempting to find a leak. Sweeping a device around to slowly pinpoint the problem area and following the noise.

Realistically, there really didn’t need to be a noise for a Tongsta, though he figured it had some other type of function that simply made a beep. It would be a beep that mattered not at all to a Tongsta, as they didn’t hear the world in the same way Hume did.

“Great, uh… please hurry up,” Wrench hissed and put his hands to the plate. He tried shoving one way, then the other, and couldn’t seem to find any movement in it either way. Almost as if they’d stuck on some type of lever on the other side to clamp it to the wall firmly.

It was stuck and quite stationary with where it was resting, or it had been forcibly locked into place.

The beeping behind him was increasing in volume if not frequency. It was most certainly slowly drawing closer to him.

Whether or not it was coming into this storeroom Wrench was unsure, but it would at the very least cross by in front of the doorway. With Tongsta, you could never tell if they’d notice you or not as well.

There was the distinct possibility that just crossing the doorway would be enough for them to spot Wrench.

He could feel his heart rate slowly speeding up despite the fact that he had already thrown heavy brakes onto his system. To bring his body into a place that would let him operate without losing too many calories or stress his system.

As a whole, this situation was beyond him.

Everything was piled up to such an extent that at times he felt like he could barely think or consider it.

Or consider anything.

The sound of the plate in front of him caught his attention and pulled Wrench’s gaze to it.

Staring at it, he willed it to the side. Mentally envisioning it sliding as smoothly as a sliding door might on a greased track with tight wheels and no weight.

It of course did no such thing.

Slowly, it ground itself sideways and inched along. Likely digging a shallow trough in the baseplate that it rested atop of.

Why, damnit, did the gravity have to kick in as soon as you pass the wall. Why the hell is the… is… why… is the resistance Hab under gravity.

Just like the ruins.

And the Games Hab.

With a blink, Wrench had an idle thought that all three locations were actually in a similar location, just with a different height.

That perhaps the resistance Hab was at the highest point, the ruins were below it, and the Games Hab much further down than that.

That somewhere in a line with these three points was something that needed gravity and to such a scale that it exerted it through the rest of the ship. It also meant that, while remote, there might be the possibility of reaching the Games Hab from the ruins.

Behind Wrench the beeping grew quite a bit louder now. As if the Tongsta wasn’t far away at all.

The plate that blocked the entrance finally moved far enough that he could see into the hole.

It was open but not fully.

As quickly as he could, at the earliest possible moment, Wrench shoved the QE-Ten and then the power source into the hole. Pushing them in even as the plate continued to move to the side.

Beeping louder and louder, Wrench felt like the Tongsta was just about to walk past the doorway and everything would come down to chance.

Gritting his teeth, Wrench dropped down onto his chest, disconnected the grav boots, and tried to forcefully pull himself through the gap. It wasn’t quite wide enough for him, and he ended up scraping his chest along the rather sharp edges of the hole.

Once he was halfway in, a pair of hands grabbed him by the shoulders and jerked him through.

The beeping that he had been hearing was quite loud now, and it was clearly in the storeroom.

For one reason or another, the Tongsta and its device had entered the store room.

“Hide,” hissed Zntik and pulled Wrench to the side.

A second later and a device was held right up to the hole.

So loud was the beeping that it felt like someone was ringing a bell not too far away. The sound echoed back and forth off the insides of the hole in the wall, making it actually rather painful.

Standing there, breathing hard, Wrench looked to his chest.

Blood was gliding down his front.

The scratches and gouges that’d been carved into him from the hole were actually bad enough for him to be bleeding freely.

His body reacted immediately, and his regenerative system hurled itself upwards to a point that the cuts quickly scabbed over. No sooner were the cuts shut than it dialed itself back down to a normal level.

Doing just enough to seal the problems but not heal them outright.

A loud clack went through Wrench, and he felt an odd sense of vertigo. It rang through his head, and he suddenly wanted to lay down on the ground and not move.

Nearby, Zntik, Squeak, and Nunnkish all fell to the floor and went still.

Wrench could immediately tell that the Tongsta had used a device to activate their implants and force them into a non-moving state. He could also see that all three women’s chests still rose and fell.

They were alive, breathing, and fine.

Just unconscious or paralyzed.

A thin tendril slipped into the hole and began to feel around.

Shit.

Unable to wait, Wrench grabbed Zntik at the closest part of her and then flung her. Throwing her bodily down the hole toward the resistance.

Spinning, he snatched up Nunnkish and did the same. She hadn’t been too far.

Taking several steps and hopping over the tendril, Wrench threw Squeak over his shoulder and then grabbed the power source.

As if sensing him, the tendril split apart and became ten of them. All of them blindly feeling around at the hole.

Several of them touched the QE-Ten but seemed uninterested in it.

Unable to wait, or even try to grab the weapon, Wrench instead rushed down the hole.

Reaching the flap that separated the surroundings from the Hab, Wrench stuffed Squeak through the hole, set the power source down, and went back for the Grae.

Getting back to them, he saw the tentacles slowly coming ever closer. Feeling around in the hole and creeping ever further down it.

If he hadn’t come back for them, it was certain that Zntik and Nunnkish would have been found.

Throwing Zntik over one shoulder, Wrench held Nunnkish against his chest, and trooped right back to the Hab.

Moving into it, he set both Grae inside of the Hab, grabbed the power source, and left.

He couldn’t wait around to see if the Tongsta would leave and let him get to the QE-Ten.

They were utilizing tools and devices specific to subdue Hume and Grae right now. That meant he was even more on a time limit than he had been previously.

At some point the Tongsta would start tearing into their own ship to find the Hume that’d hidden themselves away. Now that they were looking, they were certainly going to keep going until they found them.

It was overwhelming now, and Wrench couldn’t form a proper thought other than to reiterate his past ones.

Heh, putting myself out there for everyone else again.

I really did end up right back at the start.

***

He found himself just about slamming himself down the ground next to the QE-Eleven’s operations panel.

The whole thing was odd to him and looked more like a giant pedestal. A pedestal that rose up a foot high and was shaped in the form of an octagon.

At each of the sides’ flat surfaces had been a panel.

In each panel were a series of electrical components that did a lot of things Wrench didn’t understand at any level.

In the dead center of the device, on the top face, had been another panel.

Filled with circuits, chips, and other things that he genuinely didn’t even want to touch. They had been built into crystals shaped into circuits and a number of parts that he didn’t want to even contemplate what all they did.

All of it was a technology that he had never seen before and was certainly in line with the QE-Ten. If not beyond it, in fact.

A technology had been made on that planet that had never made it back to the Human planet for one reason or another.

Wrench lifted his head up and tried to focus into the power relay boards that were on this particular panel. It was clearly built to hold, house, and circulate all the controls to push power through the rest of the device.

Except, right now, Wrench was feeling his endurance running thin. If he didn’t replenish it with calories he probably wouldn’t be able to drag himself along much further.

If he did that though, he knew for a fact that he wouldn’t have much banked to give him anything else beyond that. He was more or less on his last “reload” of energy.

Eating the dead Tongsta had helped a bit, but it hadn’t been that nutritious.

“Shit,” he hissed, and then finally allowed his system to rapidly churn out what remained of his calories back into energy.

Within seconds he felt as if he could hold his head up again without the weight of his skull threatening to drag it back down. Except, even now, he didn’t quite feel as good as he should.

He was empty and there wouldn’t be any miraculous recoveries from this point on.

This was it, and there would be no more. Not unless he somehow managed to stumble across something edible.

Well… I could always try eating weird things again.

Concrete didn’t work in the end, since it just didn’t have anything that my body could convert even if I did manage to digest it.

Sighing, he knew he was stalling for time.

Putting the power-source down next to the panel, Wrench put the toolbox down next to it as well. These two things were the only items he’d carried with himself to get to the ruins.

Realistically that was all he could carry without a pack or someone else going with him.

Neither of which were available.

Staring at the panel, Wrench found the point he wanted.

The original power source had never been installed as far as he could tell.

All that’d been on the board had been a mass of wires that led to a conduit cable that stuck out the side of the panel. That had been the only reason he knew this was the point that the power went into the system as well.

The conduit itself had a number of wires splayed out of it, but nothing to indicate what went where. There was nothing telling him what gauge was needed for what, or what else would be needed.

Truth of the matter was that this was once more a guess and check situation. One where a wrong guess could fry the whole thing.

His only saving grace was, he knew that at one point this had been connected briefly and they’d turned it on. Unfortunately the power source that they’d attached it to couldn’t handle the draw and blew it out.

He had no idea what they’d tried, but the power they had pumped into this thing had been of an extreme nature for their society. Such that there was literally nothing else on the planet that they had which could have stepped in to provide more power.

At least, not without burning the whole damn thing up and out.

Pulling the power source over, Wrench pried the top off it and peered inside of it.

Normally these things would just be slapped into whatever they were powering and left there. As far as he knew, they lasted for several Hume years at a time before needing to be replaced.

Now that he was thinking about it, it reminded him a lot of the batteries.

Just considerably larger and with a great deal more power.

Similarly to a battery, there wasn’t much he could do with this power source either. Just as he had done with the much smaller one he’d stuck into the QE-Ten, all he could probably do was run a wire to the connection point and tie it into the system.

“Just… one big-ass jumper, isn’t it,” he mumbled to himself. An odd echo coming back to him from something Edmund had told him. “One wire to be replaced. This is that wire for me, I guess.”

Wrench pulled out the mess of wires that came out of the conduit and checked their ends. They were all stripped of their coating and ready to be wired into something.

Pulling out a pair of wire-cutters Wrench fit each wire into them and stripped them even further. Bringing them down an entire foot.

To the point that he had to cut a section of the conduit open just to get to the plastic sleeves.

Once they were all stripped, he wound them all into one another. Braiding all the wires into one much larger wire.

Because in the end, there weren’t any other connections to make here.

It was just one big-ass jumper.

One wire to be replaced.

Looking into the top of the power source, Wrench looked to the connection point. Standing up, he put on gloves that’d keep him from electrocuting himself and made sure nothing else was grounded to the floor or otherwise.

He would probably only get one shot at this.

It was all coming to the end of his personal ability to do anything.

There were no other ideas in his head about what he could do.

Taking up the rather thick makeshift jumper wire, he wrapped it around the connection point of the Tongsta power-source, reached back to the panel, and flicked the power switch.

Everything turned a bright yellow color, and Wrench could smell what reminded him of toast burning.


Chapter 36

Wrench’s system didn’t respond to the bright flash of light.

Nor did it do anything about the odd smell.

In fact, it did nothing at all.

In any way.

Sitting there in front of the panel, next to the power source, Wrench really didn’t know what to do, either. The yellow flash was gone, and the smell was fading quickly.

His stomach felt a bit odd, but there wasn’t anything else wrong as far as he could identify.

Looking at the panel, Wrench couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. There really was no display and no way of telling what was going on.

If it was doing anything at all.

About the only thing Wrench could do was go find Tongsta.

If they were alive, it failed.

If they were melons, it worked.

Chewing at his lip, Wrench took in a slow breath, realized he didn’t have time to wait, then stood up and blew it out.

It all came back to time, or rather the lack of it. Wrench didn’t have the luxury of waiting to see what would happen or even just catching his breath.

Everyone was likely still unconscious due to the Tongsta Hume control device and there was still a food crisis in the Games Hab.

On top of all that, it was obvious that the Tongsta were attempting to root out the resistance Hab now.

Despite turning on the QE-Eleven, or so Wrench hoped, nothing had changed yet.

Grumbling under his breath, he got back up to his feet.

He allowed himself a moment, several breaths, and then left. Heading straight back to the resistance Hab. Because that was the first thing he wanted to check on.

Wrench would be the first person to admit that, to him, his own people counted for more than strangers. That was just the way of it, and trying to pretend it wasn’t that way was just lying to yourself.

Exiting the ruins, Wrench made his way back to the resistance Hab.

As much as he wanted to race along, he knew he needed to preserve his energy.

There wasn’t a surplus of food in the resistance that he could gorge on. Nor was there any food that would be readily accessible in the Games Hab.

In fact, it was entirely likely that he would need to get all the Tongsta food that he could and give that to the Games Hab. There was no telling if there was Hume food readily available anywhere else that’d be easily accessible after all.

All that boiled down to the simple reactionary thought that Wrench didn’t have the luxury of over-eating just to push his body beyond its limits. There was a finite amount of food on the ship, and he had no idea how much that was.

Entering the resistance Hab, Wrench found that nothing had changed.

Nunnkish, Zntik, and Squeak, were all exactly where he laid them out. Breathing, more or less sleeping, safe.

Yet unresponsive.

Regardless of what he said or did, their eyes didn’t move behind their eyelids, their bodies resisted nothing, and they had absolutely no response.

Exiting the resistance Hab, he briefly considered getting a soldering iron, but thought against it at the last moment.

When he arrived near the hole that led in and out, he found no Tongsta tentacles reaching in from the storeroom.

He could hear the steady beep of the device they’d been using, yet nothing else.

It was eerie.

Unnerving, even.

As quietly as he could manage, Wrench crept toward the hole. Doing all he could to minimize every sound he made.

Once he reached the hole, he slowly began to move his body down so he could look out, but not be directly in front of the hole. Trying to scan across it without being able to be snatched up easily if there was a Tongsta waiting.

Waiting to pounce on him the moment he was visible in any way.

Wrench found nothing.

There was no Tongsta that he could see looming overhead, nor any waiting in the corners.

Creeping out, Wrench found the store room was empty.

Except for the beeping Device.

As Wrench moved closer to it, he finally found the Tongsta.

They’d been turned into a Tongsta Melon and was floating in the corner of the room.

Stuck there for one reason or another, it was floating motionlessly.

It made no sense given that the room was in zero-gravity, but Wrench wasn’t sure what the QE-Eleven would’ve done to them on activation.

Moving to the beeping device, Wrench realized he wouldn’t be using it.

This was a device that worked in a way that had no way to be activated other than in the strange way that some Tongsta tech worked.

Like suits.

Moving to the corridor, Wrench peaked out and looked in each direction.

This time, he was looking for Tongsta primarily, and secondarily, a Tongsta melon.

Surprisingly, he saw two of them. Floating at the far end of the corridor.

Both of them were crammed into the corner, just as the other one had been.

“Shit,” Wrench said under his breath.

Moving forward, he started into as graceful a lope as he could manage without wearing himself down. He needed to get to the bridge and see if it would actually be empty of Tongsta.

“Well,” he huffed out as he went. He was feeling overly stressed and buoyant at the same time. “Heading right back to where I had been originally. Again. I’m literally looping back to the beginning, again.

“I don’t even know what to think about this anymore. This is all too much for me.”

It only took him minutes to reach the large door that’d been his goal in his first life. A door he had thought had blocked them out from the seat of the government of the Tongsta.

A door that was really just the gate to a singular bridge for a singular ship.

Surprisingly, it was open.

Every door had been open that he passed by.

The QE-Eleven had done a lot more than melon every Tongsta that it came across.

At the moment, it seemed as if the shield that the Humans had been developing worked. It not only worked, it had expanded past the entirety of the ship and had killed every Tongsta it touched.

Peering around the entry, Wrench saw a large number of Tongsta corpses floating around in the corners. There were at least thirty of them, in fact. Spread out and crushed into one another at the edges of the room.

“—warning,” stated a voice from a device. To Wrench, it reminded him of the hand-held communication devices some of the Tongsta had used. Similar in design to the one that’d been modified to use with Talker, in fact.

Wrench slowly walked over to it and peered down at the rather large device.

He had no idea how it worked, or even how to operate it.

At the moment, he was just hoping it would repeat itself.

“Class xxhht Star Cannon xxhht incoming. Warning,” stated the voice.

Star Cannon?

Isn’t that what fucked up the ship Goodie was on!?

Suddenly realizing that his timing had been the worst possible, Wrench had quite literally interrupted what seemed to be a space battle between ships.

The Tongsta melons were too far away for him to get a hold of one and wear it. Not to mention, he had no idea if it would even be the same after being hit by the QE-Eleven versus the QE-Ten.

Even as he looked at him, he swore they looked much more firm than they did previously. To the point that he swore that there was a clack as they touched one another.

“Warning, impact imminent. Brace,” warned the device.

Shit!

There was a horrifying boom that shook the ship, followed by it jolting to one side.

It was so violent that Wrench was knocked to his knees with enough force that he knew for certain something had broken inside his legs. He suspected it was his knees themselves in some way, but he had no idea if that was true.

Damnit! I should’ve secured everyone!

Pushing that horrible thought out of his mind, Wrench detached his magnetic boots.

He put his hands to the ground, aimed his body for the Tongsta Device that looked a lot like where Captain Boyfriend would be standing, and shoved.

The only luxury he spared himself was to dull the pain, then he modified his body to hold its breath for as long as possible. As well as to slow his body down to a point that it might as well have been a sleep, other than his mind.

Given the breaks in his legs, the lack of energy, and how he felt, Wrench was fairly certain he wouldn’t be extricating himself from the Tongsta Device.

Which was the only place on this ship that would give him any chance to save the ship and the Hume on it. Someone out there was determined to blow the ship up, and Wrench wasn’t going to be able to do anything.

Looking ahead of himself, Wrench watched as he rapidly headed straight for the Tongsta device. A million different thoughts whipped through his head and a great many of them left him wishing he had different options available.

Except he just couldn’t think of any.

In a flash, far faster than he thought it’d happen, he struck the device and found himself lodged within it.

“Welcome back,” offered a familiar voice.

“The ship is being shot at. Fire back at them!” Wrench demanded.

“Unable to comply. Permissions lacking,” they replied in the same tone.

“Everyone on the ship is dead. I demand I be given permission to save the ship,” he tried, deciding to take a different angle. “You can make an announcement to see if anyone objects, but they’re all dead!”

There wasn’t an immediate response.

“What’s shooting at us?” he asked instead.

“Unknown,” the voice answered this time. “Rounded First xxhht, you are now recognized as the captain.”

“Fire on the ship!” Wrench stated with need. He felt rather strange interacting with the Tongsta Device. He wasn’t wearing a suit or coated in Tongsta slime. This was him directly interacting with it from his own skin and implant, somehow being nonetheless acknowledged by the device.

“Please specify. There are two ships,” asked the voice.

“Which is which?” demanded Wrench in what he felt like was a normal tone, but was more likely a panicked shriek.

“One is an ally, the other is unknown.”

“An ally? Ally to this ship?”

“That’s correct.”

“Fire on that one. Blow it up. They’re full of traitors. Blow them up.”

“Firing half a salvo,” stated the voice.

“Show me a map or something. Anything,” Wrench asked.

“Displaying a composite of the scans,” the voice answered. “There is no one to reload or answer calls to rearm.”

“Yeah, they’re all dead, remember?” Wrench muttered as a strange vision floated up in his mind and dominated his thoughts. It felt like he was looking at a cube with a series of blips, blops, and dots spread throughout it.

It made no sense at all to him, and he didn’t think he’d understand it if he stood at it longer.

“We have one half of our salvo left, that is the remainder of our at-use weapons without reload,” declared the voice.

“Okay. Did we blow up the other ship?” asked Wrench.

“Yes.”

“Great, reach out to the other ship. Immediately. Tell them… tell them this ship has been taken over and is now being captained by an officer of the Grand Goodie Clan,” Wrench stated. “Also, also I really need you to turn off the Hume pacification… device… thing. Whatever has made the Hume and Grae immobile.”

“Both commands have been completed,” answered the voice.

“Good. Uhm… let me know if they reply. Keep the other half a salvo ready. Can you automate food dispensation for the Hume?”

“Request put in. If there is no crew to answer the request, it will not be able to be completed,” stated the voice. “The other ship is firing on us.”

Grimacing, Wrench gave himself a mental shake.

“Fire back at them. The rest of the salvo,” he ordered. “Do whatever you can to dodge their shots.”

“The ship is heavily damaged. Maneuvers are not possible,” offered the voice. “Salvo empty. All munitions fired.”

Wrench could only nod his head. He wondered if the incoming attack would obliterate the ship outright. Or if they’d manage to survive it.

Once more the ship jerked to one side, then the other, and went still.

Wrench felt like he’d been shaken around wildly while his torso held still. His thoughts were scattered and he genuinely felt sick to his stomach.

“Enemy ship destroyed,” stated the voice.

“How bad are we damaged?”

“Critically. The ship will lose power shortly and all systems will revert to low power and backup systems.”

“Make sure you seal any location where Hume are and provide them with the right atmosphere they need,” Wrench tried. “You can do that much at least, right?”

“Yes. The request is complete.”

Mentally sighing, Wrench hung there in the Tongsta device. Wondering how long he’d be able to hold out here in this stuff.

“Last order then. Put us to space and force us to start heading to the closest ship of the Grand Goodie Clan. Broadcast to them that we’re on our way. Wrench is on his way,” Wrench ordered.

“Order complete. Power failing in twenty seconds,” offered the voice.

Wrench tried to nod his head, but couldn’t manage much of anything. The strange substance of the Tongsta Device prevented him from doing so.

He was of course, still trapped in it.

Despite everything else, as much as he had accomplished, he was still, stuck.

There was a pop, and he felt the disconnect of the machine as it lost power.

The bridge itself was plunged into darkness.

Wrench could no longer see.

He briefly struggled against the goop and found he could move, but he wasn’t able to get any traction. It just wasn’t possible. He could even move his hands up to his face, but there was no way for him to grab at anything.

Wrench was weightless in a substance that held to him and offered no resistance to use to his benefit.

Letting out a small huff, Wrench immediately stopped himself.

Every scrap of oxygen in his lungs needed to be saved and conserved. To power himself down into a type of sleep until someone could rescue him.

His immediate response had been to inhale, as if to bring the air back into his lungs.

Only to get a mouth full of Tongsta Device goop.

Freezing, Wrench had a stupid idea.

It was an idea that’d saved him before though.

Closing his mouth, he tried to chew at the goop and found it was nearly liquid.

So he swallowed, though only after turning off his ability to taste anything.

Turning his head, he bit out at the goop around him.

No sooner had he got a mouthful than he swallowed it.

Eat my way out of this damn mess. Then… then I’ll find the Hume dispensary.

The machine said the resources were there, just not able to be distributed.

I’ll make this work.

I’ll Fix it.

Fix everything.

Cause that’s what I do.

Sure as hell I am not going to die here!

I survived a nuclear blast, the Tongsta, being thrown about multiple worlds and universes! Everything else in-between all that horrible horse shit!

I won’t die here.

I won’t!

Wrench angrily chomped down on more goop and swallowed it down with absolute determination.

He would save himself.

Fix it all, save himself, and depend on no one.


Epilogue

For the third time today, Wrench was reconsidering his choices.

Leaving all the Brawlers alive in the Games Hab had turned out to be an infinite source of headaches for him. Because if they weren’t causing problems directly, they were doing it indirectly.

Or at least, the ones without a job, task, or team to belong to.

“Alright,” Wrench said, coming to a decision quite easily. “This is a minor offense, but your fifth such. I sentence you to two months of work in team… which team are we placing people into, Chipper?”

Turning, Wrench looked to the Admini that was working as his personal assistant.

Since becoming the tyrant king of the Games Hab, Wrench had been forced to become its inglorious leader. With all the spits, curses, threats, and attacks that went with it.

Thankfully, there was a cadre of Admini there to help him pick up the slack when it came to a lot of the infrastructure issues.

Admittedly, it’d taken him knocking down the wall of their gated compound for them to accept his demands, but they had accepted them in the end.

“Team four is currently the team with the lowest score. The houses they build are up to your requirements, they’re just slow,” offered Chipper after looking to a sheet of Met-ape. “Their manpower is only a touch lower than the average but… losers need to work to prove they’re not a loser. Should we add this loser to team four?”

Mentally grinning ear to ear, Wrench kept his face smooth and without emotion.

He had coached Chipper a number of times on how to address Brawlers and what they needed to hear. That realistically, pitying them for their choices, wouldn’t help.

You had to challenge them, give them a goal, and impinge their physical ability.

Provoke them into striving to prove you wrong.

“I could be wrong of course,” Chipper said with a sigh and looked to the Brawler that was being held on his knees in front of Wrench. “Team four has been doing better as of late. I feel like adding Picker might actually bring their scores down.”

Sighing, Wrench looked back to the Brawler named Picker.

“Please send Picker to team four,” Wrench said even as the Brawler’s arms and shoulders flexed. Glaring at Wrench and Chipper in turn. Only for his gaze to settle back on Wrench.

The two Brawlers on either side of Picker looked deeply amused. They had caught on to how he handled Brawlers and pushed them around to where he needed them.

To get them to work for the Hab and in a way that bettered everyone.

Part of the reason the two Brawlers on each side of Picker were there, was that realization.

Because they had shown that they had the mental capabilities to catch on and slowly become aware of what he was doing. Know what he was doing and keep it to themselves.

Wrench had recruited Brawlers that fit this mentality to work as his personal police force.

They had, one and all, been intelligent, slow to anger, quick to think, and even more, willing to consider the situation. He plied them with food, a job, made sure to demonstrate he could beat each one of them in a fight, then gave them a position of importance.

Attaching them to the police force and giving them the duty area of his home in the Hab as well as where he held hearings, their positions were public and something others could achieve.

If they worked hard.

“Of course, Wrench-Head,” said a Brawler off to the side. A large imposing man that’d surprised Wrench with his mental acuity. “I’ll personally apologize to Team Leader Red-Head. He’s been working hard to bring up their scores.”

Picker was snarling now, but said nothing.

He was at least bright enough to know that challenging Wrench would just get him a beat down, then sent to the Menders.

Escorted quickly from the hearing room, Wrench sniffed, shook his head, then looked to another Admini.

“That’s the only one?” he asked.

“Yes. It’s the only one that needed you. Mostly because every previous sentence had failed.

“Every other case was handled by the normal hearings,” relayed Admini Sniffler. “All of the sentences given fell within your mandates and I felt all the judgments were accurate. I did of course prepare a sheet for you to review later to insure I’m correct.”

“Inspect what you expect,” muttered Wrench, a saying he’d picked up on Edmund’s world. “Anything else then? How’s the farms? I think we were expecting a report from the fields today, weren’t we?”

Wrench had turned his head and asked the question to a rather stout looking Brawler who had distinguished himself as particularly intelligent.

To the point that he’d been appointed an Admini job, much to his and everyone else’s shock.

Except, no sooner had Trunk taken the job than he had demonstrated his ability to do it and do it well.

“Yes, Wrench-head. Our previous estimates are correct, and they’ll provide exactly what we predicted,” stated the Brawler with a shape and size that was a lot like a tree trunk. “I suspect that it’ll remain that way, but I’ve already put in requests to expand the fields.

“Now that the teams know what they’re doing, I think it’ll go much better in the next season. Though we’ll need more artificial lights if possible.”

“Alright. I’ll see if I can find any,” promised Wrench. As one of the only people who could move through the Tongsta ship without a concern, he was primarily responsible for scavenging. “If that’s it, I’m going to head out.”

“That’s everything,” affirmed Sniffler.

“Great. I’ll be back either tonight or tomorrow morning. I’ll be in a deeper part of the Tongsta world today.”

“Of course, Wrench-Head,” said everyone in the court.

It was a modest hall that Wrench had picked, nearly smack dab in the middle of the Games Hab.

Not waiting, Wrench left.

His goal with the Games Hab had been simple.

To put them on a path to become a society that didn’t need him Fixing things constantly.

If he only had to step in on occasion to Fix one-offs, then everything was working as it should.

The less he had to show up, the better everything was going, he imagined.

Sure enough, that plan hadn’t quite worked out as well as he wanted, but it was progressing. He was learning a lot about Hume and how they fit in a society. How things would go until their gene-built classes could be overcome.

To be fair, there’s a lot of Brawlers that have found they have a knack for building.

Being able to build, is a form of Fixing.

The Fixers themselves have gotten into a lot of the Admini work.

Which finding any at all was down to luck that they were part of the population but not part of the Fixer crew. I thought they’d all blown up.

I just need to breed the Admini out into the rest of the groups and start bringing that genetic Tongsta print down.

Grimacing, Wrench put his hands behind his back, he began walking down one of the streets leading away from the court.

He didn’t go with guards or any type of pomp and circumstance.

Nor was he often recognized unless someone had met him personally in the courts.

The less of a figurehead he was, the easier it’d be to step back later.

In the seven months that’d passed since he had killed the Tongsta, things had become rather mundane for the most part. Moving in line with what he hoped, but also in a line with becoming a foundation for a future society.

A society that could be transplanted into the planet Goodie was making.

When Goodie finally gets here.

Sure is taking her a while to find me.

I was honestly expecting her to show up far before this.

Wrench watched as a School-Hume bounced past, dragging along a bemused looking Brawler. Chattering all the while at the large man as she went, the School-Hume looked entirely at ease despite being alone.

Surprisingly, the School had been the first to break their genetic boundaries.

All it’d taken was Wrench telling them that their School was everyone.

Everyone here was their School.

If anyone didn’t act like School, Wrench would Fix them.

In no time at all “Being Fixed” was something no one wanted and the threat of it was enough.

Slowly, “Being Fixed” was shifting away from him, and being assigned to the “Hearings”. Which was a group of seven Hume appointed by Wrench to oversee infractions as a panel.

There were a number of such panels he had created. They also swapped their personnel around every ten-day so no one could ever get comfortable.

Coming to a stop at a corner, he paused and watched.

It wasn’t as carefree as what he had seen in the world Edmund had taken him to, nor was it as luxurious.

Hell, it didn’t even smell half as a good.

This, however, was working as far as a concept went.

The wires, circuit-boards, resistors, capacitors, and every little trace he had assembled into this city was working as intended. If a piece failed, he built a new one, or worked around it until it could function.

Things were working.

Truly feeling like the city didn’t need him today, Wrench left entirely. Heading back to the Resistance Hab and the comfort of his actual home.

***

“— just a sentencing,” Wrench said and smiled at Squeak. “Now I’m here with my beautiful ladies.”

The pretty Mender smiled back at him, looked away somewhat bashfully, then looked back at him. Her cheeks took on a pale red color and her large ears swiveled entirely toward him.

“I missed you. I’m glad you returned so quickly,” Nunnkish stated with a firm nod of her head.

“Now, now. Wrench is doing what he does best. Being a diligent provider,” Zntik said and put an arm around the other Grae. The four of them were all sitting around a bench outside the Hab.

Zntik’s other hand came out and laid to Wrench’s cheek, and she caressed it. Her fingertips touching him in a loving way.

“Because he’s such an amazing man. A great man. Intelligent, diligent, and always so hardworking. He does so much for us and never asks of us anything he himself wouldn’t do,” she purred, her eyes just about boring a hole through his head even as she smiled at him.

Unfortunately, Zntik’s sex drive had fallen off a cliff a month after she’d gotten pregnant.

Fortunately, Nunnkish’s had kept ramping upward. To the point that her sex drive was more like a treadmill locked to a dead-sprint without an off switch.

Squeak fell somewhere in the middle of that, and fluctuated almost randomly.

All three were quite heavy with their pregnancies though were healthy and without problems.

They were all roughly due at the same time in about two to three months.

Once again, Wrench felt smothered in all those lovely positive affirmations, yet couldn’t get enough of them. He was unashamedly addicted to them and went to great lengths for Zntik to gild him in them.

“Thank you, Zinny,” Wrench said even as Zntik continued to pet and stroke his cheek.

“Of course, my Tasty Thing,” she said, then laughed. “Aww, I’ll give you proper attention tonight. I’m feeling really good today! You can stay the night, right?”

“Yes, I can. It shouldn’t—”

Wrench froze as an odd feeling hit him.

A feeling as if something had just pinged his implant and confirmed his location.

“I felt that,” Squeak stated. “Something activated my implant.”

“Yes, I felt it, too,” Nunnkish confirmed. “It feels like when we changed Habs back and forth from Goodie’s ship.”

“It does?” Wrench asked, then stood up. “I’m going to go check the bay. I’ll be back.”

Setting off at a quick jog, Wrench didn’t bother to get on the magnetic boots.

With there not being any Tongsta, Wrench had taken to putting in rope lines that let him get around the ship quickly. All he had to do was get into the zero-gravity zone and pull himself along them.

“Be sure to come back quickly, my love,” Squeak called after him. “We want to know if it’s Goodie too, you realize.”

Grinning, Wrench looked over his shoulder, nodded, then sped off.

In only ten minutes he made it to the bay.

As far as he could tell, there was no change at all.

Everything was exactly as it was the day he had killed every Tongsta onboard.

Tilting his head to the side, Wrench decided to wait.

The ping had indeed felt familiar in his implant.

Settling the new and improved QE-Ten in his lap, what he called the QE-Ten-B, he let out a short huff. Time was all he had after all.

Time and patience.

The ship had enough oxygen to supply the Hume for hundreds of years without recycling or scrubbing. Which would prolong that supply a great deal.

Food and water issues had also been solved, as they were now growing their own food.

Water was plentiful and found in large storage containers that Wrench had continuously been taking from to supply the Hume with.

In truth, they really were just living while waiting around for Goodie to finally arrive.

Wrench believed beyond a doubt that Goodie would show up at some point.

He just wasn’t sure when.

“I mean, she’s the main character after all,” Wrench said with a chuckle. “I’m the pet that made everything happen. There’s no way she wouldn’t come get me. No way at all.

“Well… not really a pet, I guess. She got rid of all that a long time ago.

“Even if she still treats me like her baby at times.”

There was a clank, and the bay door began to shift itself.

Wrench was sat down inside of a small transport ship that he could operate the door for. He hadn’t wanted to be in the open just in case someone really did open the bay door.

Clicking his tongue, Wrench shifted around and watched as the door opened fully.

A shuttle slid into the ship.

Wrench had no memory of it, and as far as he could tell, it looked as unremarkable as any other he had seen. There was no way to tell if it was Goodie’s or not by sight alone.

Shouldering the QE-Ten-B, he waited.

He had experimented a bit and knew for a fact that the current iteration of the weapon could fire through the thin walls of these transport ships.

The testing had been done with a dismantled Tongsta Device, but it had worked. The device had shrunk to what was essentially a brick.

Settling down in the bay, the transport ship came to a stop with the door already closing behind it.

No sooner had the bay door completely shut than the transport door just about blew outward. As if it’d been explosively decompressed.

Out of the transport came Goodie, rushing right out of it with several devices held aloft in a number of different tentacles. A series of beeps, blips, and bloops all coming from them at strange intervals.

“Wrenchie!?” shrieked Goodie at the top of her figurative lungs. “Sweetie!?”

“Of course it’s mom,” Wrench got out with a good-natured laugh. “Because it was never even a doubt.”

Hitting the door release lever, Wrench watched as the transport door opened. Grasping the edge of it, he flung himself toward Goodie.

“Right here, mom,” Wrench called.

Before the first word had left his mouth, Goodie had given up her hold on everything she held and shot toward him at a speed that left him somewhat shocked.

Before he could register her approach, Goodie had snatched him up and stuffed him into herself. Pressing him so hard to her exterior that he was momentarily afraid she’d crush him or tear herself open.

“My baby! My baby. My poor baby,” cried Goodie in a blubbering voice. “My Wrenchie. My sweetie. I never gave up on you. I knew it was just a matter of finding you.

“My sweet baby. My Wrenchie, dear.

“Mommy never gave up. Never.

“Mommy just couldn’t find you. That’s all. I just had to keep looking.”

“I know, mom, I know. I never doubted it. I’ve just been waiting. Waiting for you to find me,” Wrench agreed with a chuckle. So confident in Goodie finding him at some point was Wrench that he had made sure to turn off the QE-Eleven so she could board the ship at any time. “I guess I have a present for you. This ship is dead. I killed everyone on it. Pretty sure it was a fairly big pirate… or I guess, rebel… ship.”

“Sweetie, I couldn’t care less about the ship,” cooed Goodie, slowly floating toward the ceiling as she continued to snuggle Wrench. She was just about curling around him at this point. “I just wanted you back. My baby. I just wanted you back and everything else was secondary.

“I saw you have Squeak, Nunnkish, and Zntik with you. They’re all okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Everything’s fine. We’ve just really been waiting for you mom. That’s really it.”

“My baby,” whimpered Goodie.

“Forgive your mother, bud,” rumbled a voice from behind Goodie.

Wrench looked up to find Captain Boyfriend not far off. The large and imposing Tongsta looked well and as big as ever.

“While she may not say it, you disabling this ship gave the Grand Goodie Clan the start it needed to eradicate the rebel forces,” explained Captain Boyfriend. “Everything else fell in line after that.

“This ship popped up on the sensors of an affiliated ship drifting toward it. Once we identified it, we headed over. Your mother was positive you would be on it.

“In her own words, ‘if that’s the most important ship of the enemy fleet, and it’s broken, then my baby is there. Because he Fixes everything’. Which was of course true.

“Before you ask, or your mother steals you away to take a nap while smothering you to death, everything is well and good.

“The Grand Clan has been replaced by… your mother, and everything else is as we would wish it. The Hume planet is under construction, the Humans are waiting for further contact with a great deal of apologies, and your family is about to explode in number.”

“Thanks, dad. I was going to ask,” Wrench said with a chuckle. “Oh, I found new tech for you to play with. Weapons that let me kill a lot of Tongsta on this ship.”

“Oh? Fascinating. I look forward to tinkering with it,” Captain Boyfriend said. “I’m glad to see you, Wrench. You did good, my boy. You did real good.

“I don’t think I could phrase it any other way, but I’m proud of you.”

“My baby,” whimpered Goodie, still blubbering away while clutching to Wrench.

“Grand Mistress Goodie?” called a voice from the ship a moment before a rather small Tongsta floated out of it. “The Grand Nav-cerer clan is begging for an audience with you. Preferably as soon as you’re able to provide them with the gift of your time.”

Goodie ignored the speaker.

“My baby,” cooed the all-powerful Nav-Cerer known as Goodie.

Who had turned the entirety of her known galaxy upside down in her maternal love for a single Hume.

“I’m here, Mom, I’m here,” Wrench said, closing his eyes and just enjoying the feeling of her holding him.
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