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1 TARKOV THE MOST IMPRESSIVE


        

      

    

    
      Surprisingly, standup comedy clubs in space have much the same vibe as comedy clubs back on Earth. Both are dark, old, and smell of booze. Though, I’d give Terrans a thumbs-up in the comedy department. Every alien race has their own idea as to what’s funny, and from all the aliens of various shapes and sizes I’ve come across so far, none have had a funny bone (some don’t even have bones). Most were like Brits if you took away their sense of sarcasm. I’d sat through two acts tonight, and both were beyond painful to watch. I was still sitting there, making me wonder if I wasn't a masochist.

      But I wasn’t there for the entertainment—I was there on the job.

      The next standup act was a female Floid. She was attractive, but that’s to be expected for a Floid. Imagine a green-skinned alien babe with curves in all the right places. It’s a race that is the alien version of Brazilians. They’re all hot. Except Floids’ hair looks like broccoli, though it works, oddly enough. Looking at her, it was safe to assume she’d be the crowd favorite tonight even if her jokes were the worst of the lot.

      I, however, didn’t plan on watching her performance. I stepped out and made my way down the hallway. I could get backstage without any sort of badge check, which shows just how low on the popularity scale these acts are. I think the entire audience was made up of friends or family… except for me, the lone repo man, of course.

      I snuck in the Floid’s dressing room and grabbed the biggest flower bouquet on her dressing table. I plucked off the card, tossed it over my shoulder, and then pulled out a card of my own and slid it into the card holder. The bouquet was so large that it was a bit difficult to hold with one arm since my prosthetic arm had a claw that tended to either grip things too hard and break them or too soft and drop them.

      I carried that bouquet three doors down where I came to a sign that read, Tarkov the Most Impressive. My guess? He wasn’t.

      I knocked. “Delivery for Tarkov the Most Impressive.”

      A few seconds later, the door opened to reveal a Zyglar in a tuxedo. He was gray, almost fishlike in appearance with an oblong head, large black eyes, and huge finned ears. His nose consisted of two slits and his mouth was filled with piranha teeth. Otherwise, he bore a humanoid body shape. I work with two Zyglars on occasion. They’re known for being business-savvy, but they’re not known for their sense of humor. They’re also not known for integrity. A rodent has more scruples than they do.

      One perk of being a Terran in a galaxy of aliens is that my race is one of the least intimidating of all races. We don’t have horns, tusks, or claws. We really don’t have any features that would scare anyone—Terrans are basically the teddy bears of the universe. Being a Terran comes in handy on repo jobs. Most folks tend to underestimate me, and I like it that way.

      Tarkov showed no fear whatsoever at seeing me, and his black eyes homed in on the bouquet with both surprise and doubt. He must’ve been a really bad comedian.

      “The card’s inside,” I said, assuming he had a universal translator.

      I did not have a universal translator. I had a Shrike. He’s a technologically based symbiont goo that made himself at home inside my body. He can translate a lot of languages—at least every single language I’ve come across so far. But he’s only half as good as a universal translator because while Shrike instantly translates in my brain, he hasn’t figured out yet how to tell me what to say in the right language. Essentially, I’m still stuck with my native English tongue, which absolutely no one in space speaks since Terrans aren’t even considered an interstellar race yet.

      Tarkov plucked out the card and read it. I’d written it in the universal language (thanks to my ship computer’s help), so I didn’t need to see it to know what it said.

      I’m your biggest fan. Call me for a good time. Love, Lina. 9A9GJ897-4234G.

      When Fetch told me what to write, I thought she was lacking in the creativity department, but she was convinced that it would work just fine on a Zyglar. Since my ship’s computer has a few hundred years’ more experience in dealing with aliens than I do, I went with it. And, by the look on Tarkov’s face and the blush in his big ears, it worked.

      “I’ll, uh, just set these on the table over there,” I said.

      He ignored me, already tapping in the digits in his armlet to place the call. I carried the bouquet into the dressing room. In the chair next to the table sat Mutzy, Tarkov’s puppet (as he was a ventriloquist which made it all the more likely that he was the worst comedian scheduled to perform tonight).

      “Hello?” a feminine voice answered through Tarkov’s armlet speakers.

      “Lina?” he asked, his voice quivering a bit.

      “Yes. Is this Tarkov the Impressive?”

      “No, this is Tarkov the Most Impressive.” His chest puffed out. “And I received your bouquet.”

      “I’m your biggest fan. You’re so funny, and your ears are so sexy.”

      Tarkov took a seat and propped his feet up. “Tell me more, sweet ums.”

      Tarkov had no clue he was talking to Fetch, who was applying whatever wiles a ship computer has to keep him distracted. He was completely ensconced in his conversation. I grabbed Mutzy, and hustled out of the dressing room, closing the door quietly but quickly behind me. As soon as I was clear, I took off running to Satuza Station’s docks.

      Like all space waystations, it was a minimum ten-minute jog back from any social establishment to the docks, and Satuza Station was more spread out than most. From the outside, the station looked like a large dirty-white ball covered in small dirty-white balls (which reminded me of used cotton balls). The docks were located on the top and bottom of the station based on how the artificial gravity was set up. The comedy club was in one of those small balls. I’d parked in the nearest dock, but I still had to jog out of the little ball, down seven levels of the big ball, and halfway through the lower dock.

      I was hoping Fetch could keep Tarkov distracted until I reached Fetch, my ship (I know, calling my ship computer the same name as my ship is lame, but since she’s cool with it, I’m cool with it).

      “Quit jostling me like a kid giving himself his first hand job,” said a wry yet whiny masculine voice.

      I stumbled and barely stopped myself from falling. I slowed enough to look down at the puppet in the crook of my arm. Its eyes were wide open and looking directly at me.

      “Uh, did you talk to me?” I asked.

      “Of course I did. That is, unless you’re carrying another puppet in your pants,” it said.

      “But you’re a puppet. How are you talking?”

      “Because I’m a ventriloquist’s puppet, you big dummy. Ironic, a puppet calling you a dummy, am I right?”

      “Sure, whatever, but the ventriloquist is supposed to be doing the talking. That’s how ventriloquists work.”

      “If they got any talent, yeah. But those who don’t have the talent buy puppets with built-in voice modulators, like me.”

      Now that my shock had worn off, I began jogging again. “I figured Tarkov was bad, but I didn’t realize he’s a fraud.”

      “Oh, the thief’s calling Tarkov a fraud. That’s rich,” Mutzy said.

      “I’m not a thief. I’m a repo agent for 3S—Starshine Seizure Specialists. So, Tarkov’s not just a fraud, he doesn’t pay his bills,” I said as I passed a couple who eyed me strangely for conversing with a puppet.

      “I told him not to spend that last check on that cheap dock donkey, Harriet, but does he ever listen to me? No,” Mutzy said.

      “A dock donkey?”

      “You know, hooker, prostitute, wh⁠—”

      “I get it,” I said.

      “Well, you asked.” It gave me the side-eye. “You know, they say you can tell a lot about a guy by the size of his ears. And yours are the smallest I’ve ever seen.”

      “Hey! You know, you’re just being mean and not funny at all.”

      “You know what’s funny? Your face,” it said. “And your arm. What’s up with that arm, anyway? It’s like three sizes too big and looks like it’s been spit out of the recycler because it was too ugly. Steal that arm, too, did ya?”

      My prosthetic arm might not have been pretty, but it worked (mostly). “I bought it fair and square.”

      “Well, whatever you paid, you paid too much.”

      “Say one more thing, and I’m going to pop your head off,” I said, snapping the claw at the end of my prosthetic.

      “Thing,” it said, just waiting for my response.

      I moved my metal pincers toward its neck even though I had to slow my stride to do it.

      “I bet you don’t get paid if you damage me,” Mutzy said.

      Damn it if he wasn’t right. “I’ll might just get docked. You want to find out?”

      It wisely didn’t speak.

      I reached the station’s dock and hustled to my ship. Fetch was a cylindrical ship with angled sides rather than rounded like a lot of ships. Two engines stuck out from the rear sides of the ship with two smaller navigational engines placed on the top and bottom at the middle of the ship. Dark gray patches covered nearly the entire rusty brown hull. The hull hadn’t been in that bad of shape when I patched it, but when I discovered that the material used on an old Dyson sphere did a bang-up job at fortifying Fetch’s hull, I covered everything I could. After all, every repo ticket tended to include trouble, free of charge.

      The patches held pretty good even if they didn’t look pretty. The only problem I’d had so far with them happened not long after I finished repairs. We’d just left a meeting with Jack, our GOD handler (trust me, you don’t want to meet GOD), and one of the panels snapped off and smacked an engine. We were down for three days fixing that. Fortunately, just before that, I’d knocked a Calcar ship offline, and they were down a lot longer. Calcars are basically space orcs, so the more distance between them and me, the better. Especially since those particular Calcars were trying to kill me.

      “You’re taking me in that?” The puppet actually sounded afraid.

      “Nope. You’re getting dropped in a courier drone and shipped back, priority mail, to the bank,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t dare stick me in one of those boxes. They don’t even have cushioning!” Mutzy said.

      I tapped the computer panel next to the airlock. The outer door opened, and I glanced over my shoulder. Even though I didn’t see Tarkov, I hurried inside and closed the door. “How’re we doing with Tarkov, Fetch?”

      “I’m still talking to him. Amazing how stroking a Zyglar’s ego can keep him distracted indefinitely. I think he’ll miss his standup act if I keep talking.” Fetch’s voice sounded like that of a biker chick who smoked ten packs a day for twenty years. I didn’t set her voice parameters—my dad did, and since Fetch was all I had left to remember him, I never changed her voice.

      “Ego? You oughtta try stroking his ears,” Mutzy blurted out.

      “The puppet speaks?” Fetch asked.

      “It speaks,” I said.

      And it annoys me. You should destroy it, Shrike said in my mind.

      “We’re not destroying anything,” I said. “Fetch, prepare for launch.”

      “I’m already through the pre-launch sequence, and the flight plan’s been approved. I advise you to ship the puppet at your earliest convenience as it seems Tsara’s goons have entered the local quadrant.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I just did,” she said.

      Mutzy chuckled. “I like the broad. She’s got style. Keep me onboard, and I’ll show her what it means to turn on a computer.”

      I just shook my head at Mutzy and hustled to the cargo hold. In the center sat a courier drone which looked like a missile but functioned more like a shipping box. Courier drones were the most popular form of shipping; there were so many out there, they even had their own spaceways allocated across the universe. That way, ships and drones didn’t run the risk of colliding because collisions in space can really suck.

      I popped open the lid to the drone and stuck the puppet inside.

      “Whoa! Let’s talk about this. No need to stuff me inside a box,” Mutzy said.

      “Sorry. You gotta go back to the bank. Tarkov missed a few too many payments, and they didn’t think that was very funny.” With that, I closed the cover and powered on the drone while Mutzy continued his ranting.

      Code scrolled across the drone’s screen. “I have control. The moment we are clear of the docks, I will open the cargo bay and deploy the courier. I recommend you make haste to the cockpit and secure yourself for launch,” Fetch said.

      “You don’t need to tell me twice.” I hustled, closing and sealing the door that separated the cargo bay from the rest of the ship and double-checked everything so that when Fetch decompressed the bay, I wouldn’t die.

      It didn’t take long to reach the cockpit since the cargo bay made up over half of the ship. There, I buckled in just as the engines fired up and I felt the docking clamps release. To my right was a large round window—the only one on this level—and I decided to look out as Fetch navigated us out of Satuza Station’s dock. It was a better view than all the system alerts flashing onscreen. My ship had the whole shebang of outdated systems, busted parts, glitches, and faulty wiring and the screen never let me forget it.

      Enough problems that I’d come up with Rule Number Five of Space Travel: If your flight is going well, something is about to break.

      Needless to say, my ship needed a little TLC.

      But Fetch kept on flying, no matter what I put her through. And she did all the flying, too. Bioforms, like me, weren’t allowed to handle flight controls since we aren’t as precise as a computer. Plus, bioforms tend to make judgment calls, which always work in the movies but don’t work out so well in real life. So, that leaves me riding along, looking pretty, while Fetch does all the work.

      That’s not to say I don’t have my share of work, too. When I’m not working a ticket, I’m working my way through the ship’s problem log, though I tend to call it a problem book because it’s so long. Fetch doesn’t find that as funny as I do.

      “Where’re those goons now, Fetch?” I asked.

      “They’re preparing to dock at Satuza Station. Fortunately, it appears they did not notice our departure,” she replied.

      “First good news I’ve heard all day.” I leaned back and propped my feet on the console (which drives Fetch crazy). “This ticket’s going in my memoir for sure. How many repo agents get to grab puppets, and raunchy puppets at that?”

      “Your memoir will be a titillating read,” Fetch said.

      “You’re being sarcastic, but that’s okay. I know it’s going to be a great read regardless of what you think.” I considered something for a moment. “You know, after this ticket, we should have at least a week or two of down time. Maybe we should check out that new bar on Tzerina. I could get some writing done and also make a few extra bucks running something for Qualixs. What do ya think, Fetch?”

      “I think any vacations will have to wait. Totty received the shipment scans and has already deposited payment for the annoying puppet.”

      Totty’s my boss, and she’s a dick. She looks like a giant purple jellybean, and all she cares about is making money. My dad had been forced into a contract with her to work as a repo agent. When he died, the contract rolled over to me (you can thank GOD for designing inheritable work contracts). Totty kidnapped me from campus and forced me to sign my dad’s contract. And so now I have to work as a space repo man for Starshine Seizure Specialists for the next eighty-one years, eight months, and two weeks. Since then, I don’t expect good news.

      “What is this, Christmas?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t celebrate too soon. Totty also sent details on the next ticket. It’s a higher value ticket. A rogue mechanoid needs to be collected and returned to its corporation.”

      I shrugged. “That doesn’t sound any harder than grabbing a puppet.”

      “This mechanoid is a security unit equipped with an arsenal of weaponry and fully programmed in a variety of combat tactics. It’s an older model but still more than deadly enough in most situations.”

      I sighed. “Of course it is. Why’re they sending me? I thought mechs can be recalled by their own corporation?”

      “This particular unit removed both its tracker and control chip, which makes it a high-priority reclamation ticket. The corporation can’t have one of their security units loose for liability risks… and it might be bad PR, of course.”

      “Of course,” I echoed drily. “Where are we supposed to start looking for this thing?”

      “A satellite traversing the Scablands picked up an image which they deduced is the correct mechanoid. They believe it is hiding in an old orbital probe that crashed on a small moon.”

      I plopped my boots on the floor and rubbed my hand against my pant leg. “All right, this can’t be worse than that ticket where we had to travel to that Dyson sphere.”

      “As usual, you have more than enough optimism for both of us,” she said. “I’ll change our flight plan with your approval.”

      “Approved. Let’s go get this droid.”

      Seven weeks later, once we reached the Scablands, I realized my optimism may have been a touch inflated.
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