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The Adventures of Mari Shu #3

An Interactive Science Fiction Romance Spoof

By Jody Wallace

And by “interactive” I mean branching fiction, not, like, videos or something.
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About the book: Mari Shu, a factory drudge in the year 4000-something, must choose how to protect her sisters, her purity, and her own conscience in a bleak futuristic society that’s been polluted by smog, rampant commercialism, tacky jumpsuits, sexual perversions, unjust socioeconomics, interstellar travel, and inconsistent use of the Oxford comma. 

In this third interstellar adventure, Mari Shu completely shuns the socio-political constructs of Olde Earthian societies and leads her family to start afresh in galaxies and planets far, far away from the maddening crowd. By the way, this book is nearly 100,000 words long.

Warning: Book contains offensive material. Buttloads of boatloads of offensive, vulgar, disrespectful, and possibly triggering material. Sexual, political, economic, racial, physical, typographical, religious—really, trying to hit all the big ones. Please make sure to sign your correct name to the hate mail so we can give proper credit in the follow-up volume entitled, “The Hate Mails to Mari Shu”.

Warning 2: What that means is this entire book is a spoof. A joke. A hoot. It wasn’t born out of hatred of any aspect of genre fiction and culture or even hatred of human beings but instead out of love, true love. No, seriously, quit laughing. Oh, wait, you’re supposed to laugh, because it’s parody. You pick, okay?

––––––––
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Check out some other books by this author and various quotes about the series in the back of the book. Also, don’t miss the hilarious excerpt from author Lucy Woodhull with her snarky, sexy space opera RAGNAR AND JULIET! Recommended read.
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Segment 3.1
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This is the first segment in the third book of Mari Shu’s adventures. In the event you’re beginning your reading journey here instead of another book, we have summarized parts of the initial segment—like previouslies on TV, except snarkier! In the event you have already read the other books, you can click here to proceed to the place where Mari Shu decides she and her sisters will be voyaging to galaxies unknown. 

––––––––
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Mari Shu Three Million Even, a worker in a widget factory in the far flung future, did these things at the beginning of the story:

1) Received a pay cut from EvilCorp. Again. Because Evil. 

2) Trudged home through an ugly urban landscape, since “trudging” is more dystopian, depressing and onerous than merely walking and certainly more evocative than skipping or lollygagging or something like that.

3) Got hit on by a fellow widgeter, a rare occurrence for poor Mari Shu with her unfashionably lush blond hair, big boobies and creamy, milky skin in a society that values dark, shimmering hair, orange skin and stockiness. She turned him down. 

4) Mari Shu thought some stuffy stuff about how she’d vowed to her grandmother that she’d never become a sexxorer and her mom had been a sexxorer and women in her social class—the millioners—have sealed up vaginas and the author assured you that there was no reason to bother your pretty little heads about things like “menstruation” and “how did her mom have babies” and “stuff like that”.

5) She arrived at her flat on the seventy-seventh floor where her sisters, whom she supports, waited eagerly for her and their dinner.

6) In a very convenient way, her sisters revealed that they’d allowed their landlord Gerald Scumbag to vaginally sexxor them, putting them at risk for deportation to the Venusian penile colony (and yes, the author is hip to homonyms) since female millioners aren’t allowed to remove their vag seals unless they become registered sexxorers.

7) In a similarly convenient way, their Scumbag landlord raises their rent and Mari Shu realizes she’s got to figure out a new way to support herself and her sisters that doesn’t involve sexxoring, since that’s Book 1: Earthbound Passions. She opts to board an interstellar colony ship at the Relocation Commission, or RLC.

8) In book two, Mari Shu chooses the vessel traveling to nearby Mars, but in this book she makes another choice...a more mysterious and adventurous one. We’ll continue with the initial segment at the RLC, and if you already read Book 2 and have a fantastic memory, unlike the author who currently can’t find her car keys, you can jump ahead to the big decision. 

[image: image]

Mari Shu fidgeted with her jumpsuit collar as she and her sisters stood in line at the Relocation Commission. She’d spent the last of her credits on goo tubes and a taxicraft to transport them to the RLC, positioned in the area that had been known as Florida in the 21st century. Now it was one of the least optimal sectors in the North American District due to the smells.

The smells, smells, smells, smells, smells, smells, smells. The roiling and the boiling of the smells. But that was what happened when you used the Everglades and Gulf of Mexico as a toxic waste dump.

Unlike the Sexxoring Commission in the less smelly northern portion of their great district, the RLC boasted no neon archways, no flashing lights, no air purifiers, no hoverwalks, no portals for instant transportation from location to location in the vast complex. Mari Shu had visited the SXC many times as a child, dragged behind her mother when she attended the seminars and health inspections required of every sexxorer. On their own dime, of course. 

The RLC, on the other hand, was as drab and featureless as any slum apartment complex. In fact, considering the breadth and height of the building, stretching into the sky farther than her eyes could see through the brackish, blackish, looming smog, it wouldn’t have surprised Mari Shu to find out that it was a decommissioned apartment building. 

Decommissioned as unsafe for human habitation—but fine for the RLC’s uses.

Behind the RLC, the engines of the vast space transports emitted dull, booming echoes as they loaded passengers or supplies or whatever the RLC saw fit to send beyond the stars. All one-way tickets to...somewhere.

Everyone, and everything, exited from the RLC. Nothing returned to it.

Well, except for employees. And security guards. And widget installers. And inspectors. And spaceship pilots. And tourists from Mars. 

The dull black door of the RLC marked “Voluntary Departures” opened with the whine of unoiled widget hinges.

It was their turn. 

“You can’t make me go in there,” Cassie declared, ignoring the fact that Mari had, indeed, made her leave their flat and get in the pay-elevator and then get out of the pay-elevator and eat her goo tube and get in the taxicraft and get out of the taxicraft and walk up the sidewalk to the RLC’s front doors.

Trish turned to her with a frightened expression. “I’m scared, Mare-mare,” she said, her use of the baby name a blow to Mari’s stomach. “I know this is the right thing to do, but what if we’re sent to Venus?”

“We aren’t criminals,” Mari Shu said firmly. “Only criminals get sent to Venus.”

But in fact, Trish and Cassie—and that damn Gerald—were criminals.

If relocation qualifications included intact vag seals, her darling sisters could be torn from her. If only she’d been able to afford more than basic vidscreen service, she could have researched the qualifications for relocation beforehand.

But they were here now, and they were almost completely out of credits. And it had to smell better inside than it did in the open air. If you could call it air. Only people on Mars got to experience real air.

“We must,” Mari Shu insisted, herding her sisters through the door.

It shut behind them with a distinctly medieval and ominous thud, despite the advanced technology that marks almost every other aspect of this story.

They entered an immense room that bustled with activity. Almost immediately, beefy security guards in the beige uniforms of the RLC relieved them of their carryalls and other possessions. At least, Mari assumed that’s what beef looked like. Only people on Mars got to see real beef.

Cassie wept. Trish’s chin trembled. Mari vowed to herself that she’d remain calm and strong for her sisters and hoped that this most recent vow wouldn’t be another one that was a potential life-ruiner. Vows were so important to her, after all.

A woman with a touchboard motioned them to a desk. Behind the desk of the woman and hundreds of others like her was a raised platform protected by a plexi layer. RLC employees, mostly males, stood next to the plexi and observed the goings on below.

“Voluntary relocations?” the woman at the desk asked in a monotone voice. Before they had a chance to answer, she continued. “Please press your hands to the identification plate.”

Mari Shu extended a trembling hand to the clear plexi plate on the desk. It beeped as it identified everything about her, from her ancestry to her favorite flavor of goo to her recently reduced salary at the LexiCorp widget factory.

“Ah, financial constraints,” the woman observed with disdain. Apparently RLC workers were paid better than widgeters. “Now you two girls. Step up, step up. We haven’t got all day.”

Mari held her breath as her sisters complied. Only when the identification plate failed to instantly brand Trish and Cassie with the scarlet letter of illegally dissolved vag seals could she release the breath she’d been holding.

That was when she noticed the man.

Directly behind the woman’s desk and above, his palms against the plexi, a blue-clothed man stared down at her. His expensive suit, the likes of which she’d only seen on vids, was a sapphire flame among the RLC employees in beige. He hadn’t been there when she’d first noticed the observation platform.

But he was now—and he was looking right at her.

The man, unfashionably tall, towered head and shoulders above the others. Dark hair swept away from his face like raven’s wings, or how Mari assumed raven’s wings would look sweep. Not even people on Mars got to see real ravens. His blue garments didn’t cling to his body the way jumpsuits and coveralls did, revealing one’s peak physical condition, and the suit’s bagginess evoked mystery. And temptation. And possibly chafing in the groin area, since the material looked rather thick.

And his right hand against the plexi? It was completely silver. 

He was a cybermech. 

That was outlawed as one of the most inhuman of all crimes. 

Mari Shu gasped.

The man’s dark, brooding gaze, his coyly concealed form and most of all his forbidden silver hand awoke a shudder of awareness in her that she almost didn’t recognize...until her hoohah began to tingle.

Oh, Wal-Crap, had her sisters failed to completely rinse the cheap suds out of her jumpsuit in the crotch area? The last time this had happened, she’d had to leave her widgeting job early because she hadn’t been able to afford a permit to scratch herself in the privates in public—or at home. Such scratching was said to put the sexxorers out of a job, and they deserved to work as much as any widgeter.

The man flexed his silver hand. No, he was crooking one silver finger.

His forefinger.

At her.

As if telling her to come. 

To him. 

Was he...offering to scratch her itchy hoohah? 

Was he a sexxorer?

But she didn’t have the credits to hire a sexxorer.

And oh, how she wished she did! Because this tingling itch was making her do a subtle version of the pee-pee dance. 

After Trish and Cassie were cleared for departure, three men in beige uniforms surrounded them. One had too long hair, one had too short hair and one had hair that was just right. Mari checked their hands, verifying none were cybermechs. The cybermech who’d beckoned to her continued to watch. And she continued to tingle in the hoohah.

He quirked a dark brow as if he knew what her hoohah was feeling.

“Fresh meat,” Long Hair said leeringly. “Come with us.”

Fresh meat? That was unheard of on Olde Earth and nearly distracted Mari from her pee pee dance. Were these men offering to treat them to the type of food only rovers on Mars got to try? Like a last supper before leaving the planet forever?

“Oh, goody, I’m hungry.” Cassie’s tears miraculously disappeared when Long Hair took her arm.

“I don’t know if he’s talking about dinner,” Trish whispered. Her eyes grew round and fearful. She huddled close to Mari Shu as they followed Cassie and her escort through another set of ominously thumping doors.

“Did you rinse my jumpsuit thoroughly the last time you did laundry?” Mari whispered to Trish as they were guided through a maze of corridors that weren’t interesting enough to describe.

“Of course I did,” Trish said. “After you got docked a week’s pay for leaving work early that one time, I vowed I’d never let Cassie do the laundry again. Besides, she’s been so busy with Gerald Scumbag that she hasn’t been doing any of her chores.”

So if the tingling in Mari’s hoohah wasn’t unrinsed suds, what was it?

Whatever it was, with the devilishly handsome cybermech no longer staring at her, it slowly faded.

Just Right Hair beside Trish spoke firmly to them, as if offering fatherly advice. Not that Trish, Mari, and Cassie had ever had a father. On Olde Earth, the custom of nuclear families had been banned since it was considered unfairly restricting to male citizens. They weren’t the ones overpopulating the planet with their wombs. 

“Whatever you do, lady citizens,” he said, “don’t pick Mars. You don’t want to be drudges for the rover class, trust me on this. It’s terrible and discriminatory. You want New Terra.”

The man on the other side of Mari Shu, Short Hair, shook his head. “No, no, bad choice. Mars is the way to go. On Mars you can be upwardly mobile if you work hard enough. The air is clean and the grass is green. We have no way of knowing what lurks on New Terra.”

Just Right Hair argued back. “Our scientists have declared New Terra is fit for human habitation.”

Short Hair said, “Our scientists were instructed by the government to lure citizens off of Olde Earth and would say anything they were told to say.”

“What about the moon?” Trish asked curiously, in the way of a plot moppet conscience.

“It’s full,” Long Hair said over his shoulder. “And besides, at the end of this segment, we need to narrow things down to two choices or this interactive story is going to get out of hand.”

“What about dinner?” Mari Shu asked. “I’ve never had fresh meat.”

The men laughed, which seemed to confirm Trish’s original fears. They weren’t going to be offered a meal at all. 

At least her hoohah was no longer so tingly Mari had to do the pee pee dance. Though she kept thinking about the cybermech’s crooked finger.

Finally they threaded their way through the entire building and emerged out the back near the landing pads. Two giant interstellar ships that probably resembled whatever science fiction movie readers have most recently seen waited on landing pads. Their interstellar engines revved or hummed or something, and maybe there was some glowing from giant circular engine thingies at their back ends. Grey-clad citizens hurried up the two ramps.

Mari Shu noticed a flicker of blue at the top of one ramp—the one for the Martian Ship. 

It was the cybermech! 

“Here we are.” Long Hair stopped steering Cassie and motioned to the two ships. “You now have a choice, lady citizens, which of course you couldn’t research beforehand so we had several stupidly titled secondary characters offer you a tidbit of information about each. Which will it be?”

“We came here to start anew, and there’s nothing so new as New Terra,” Mari Shu replied. 

“You’re not worried about adventure, danger, and probably alien monsters with strange sexual customs? You don’t fear a paucity of Olde Earthian laws and values that have ruled your existence and are all you know?” he inquired. 

Why would she choose to continue living in another version of the same society that would punish her sisters for the loss of their vag seals? That was what Mari Shu was trying to escape. Everyone knew drudges had the ability to move up in Olde Earth society the same as on Mars, and if she hadn’t been able to protect her precious siblings from violation and criminal acts here, she’d fail on Mars as well.

––––––––
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Note to readers: this is where the new text begins in this installment of Mari Shu’s Interactive Adventures. In book 2, Martian Conquest, she picks the other ship. 

––––––––
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Sadly, though she did so hate to venture into the unknown, Mari Shu cemented their path. “I’m positive. We want to relocate to New Terra.”

The RLC employee who’d encouraged them to choose New Terra, Just Right Hair, nodded approvingly. “Good choice, ladies. Emigrants to New Terra don’t have to pass the tests like emigrants to Mars. New Terra takes all comers.”

“You said come.” Long Hair, beside Cassie, uttered a dirty laugh. “Heh heh heh.”

“They’re not hard tests,” Short Hair argued. 

“You said hard,” Long Hair said with an even dirtier laugh. “Ho ho ho.”

“Whatever.” Short Hair grudgingly handed the New Terra enthusiast several credits. “You win. Again.”

“I don’t want to leave Olde Earth,” Cassie whined. “I don’t want to leave my scummy bummy Gerald behind. He loves me.”

“If he loved you, he wouldn’t have hiked our rent,” Trish said in a loud whisper. “He doesn’t love me or you. He used us for you know what.”

“His managers made him do it,” Cassie claimed. Then she began to cry. “It’s not fair! And I don’t understand why I cry at the drop of a hat these days, plus I’m tired every afternoon and I have these odd cravings for salty goo and sweet goo at the same time!”

The RLC employees herded them through the opening in the high fence around the landing port. Electric spits and barbs lined the top of the fence in an ominous fashion Mari Shu failed to note until she was on the other side of it.

Almost as if...they were prisoners.

“Have a good trip!” Just Right Hair said. “Your meager belongings are already on the SS Rentaprise.” 

“Wait...how did you know which ship we’d choose?” Mari Shu asked.

Instead of responding, the RLC workers slammed and latched the final gate behind her and her sisters as if dusting their hands of the problem. Considering they proceeded to literally dust their hands, Mari Shu wondered at the author’s ability to come up with fresh descriptions.

A horn blared from the SS Rentaprise, proceeded by mechanized loudspeaking. “Departure for the final frontier in five minutes! All aboard!”

Mari Shu and her sisters raced up the gangplank of the SS New Terra. She ignored the flash of the Rentaprise’s engine glow on the silver hand of the cybermech, watching her from the ramp of the other ship. Good riddance. She didn’t want to associate with criminals. Unless they were her treasured sisters. Voyaging into skies unknown was such a better choice than breaking her unbreakable vow to her sainted grandmother about becoming a sexxorer. 

On New Terra, there would be no boundaries! No barriers! No drudgery! No crime after dark! They would have a real shot at happiness! And the chance to eat grass, like people on Mars! Perhaps there would even be unicorns and snowflakes of the special variety!

Mingling among the other thousand passengers, give or take, in the long corridors, the sisters located their assigned bunk, denoted by their names on the door panel. Inside, the tiny room featured a sonic shower and shitter, three narrow beds, and their possessions in a pitiful heap. Their new quarters were smaller than their flat, barely large enough for all three of them at the same time.

A screen above the door scrolled constant announcements and helpful factoids, such as, “Passengers will report at six am and six pm to the mess hall for nutrition. Lights out at eight pm. Peak fitness will be maintained. Jobs will be assigned for New Terra training. Violators will be spaced. Unless they’re below the age of consent. Then they’ll be put in cells until they turn twenty, at which point they’ll be spaced. Also, don’t have babies. We have to keep our population stable until we get to New Terra due to oxygen constraints.”

“Spaced? I’d like more space,” Cassie said. “As well as new pants. I seem to get bigger every day. Luckily, sturdy females are all the rage. What do we have to violate to get this space?”

“That’s not what spaced means, goo for brains,” Trish said. “It means shoved out an airlock.”

Mari Shu stiffened in horror at the thought. It was one thing to be sent to a Venusian penile colony for committing felonies, but it was another to simply be killed! What kind of extremist ship had they boarded? What kind of freedom was this?

“How long does this trip take if having babies would disrupt it?” Perhaps they’d only be on board a few days. They could follow yet more rules for a few weeks. The trip to Mars only took a couple hours. 

“Approximately ten Olde Earth years. I saw it on the data scroll,” Trish answered.

“So we’ll be decrepit hags by the time we get to New Terra?” Cassie shrieked. “My glowing orange skin wrinkled like a peach pit, which I’ve never seen but the readers have, so they’ll know what I’m talking about? What kind of joke is this? I want off this ship!”

“We can’t go back. We’re already billions of light years from Olde Earth since we passed through the gatestar technological device that enables transport between far-flung galaxies,” Trish said. “I saw it on...”

“The data scroll?” Mari Shu guessed, wishing she’d paid attention, too. However, she’d been stiff with horror, which wasn’t conducive to observing pertinent details like a device that provided whatever information the characters needed to move the scene forward. “If our people invented these convenient gatestar devices, why does it take years to get to New Terra? Why couldn’t they slingshot us into the proper galaxy?”

“That I don’t know.” Trish shook her head. “I’m not an astrophysicist.”

“What’s an astrophysicist?” Cassie asked.

All three women looked at each other and shrugged. 

“It probably doesn’t matter,” Mari Shu decided. “We’re merely passengers on a pilgrim-filled ocean liner through the stars. We don’t need to know anything about astros or physics. It will never affect us. We’ll never be asked to emergency land a ship or navigate through a wormhole.”

“That’s a relief,” Trish said. “I’m sure the jobs we’ll be assigned on New Terra will be modest, productive occupations with zero chance we’ll be auctioned off to rapacious, extremely patriarchal lizard men waiting for their promised human concubines to arrive. I’m also sure our ten-year journey will involve some type of cryosleep so the readers don’t have to endure such a lengthy segment without any action.”

“Unless,” Mari Shu hypothesized, “I were to wake up halfway through the trip and find out someone was secretly killing off the cryosleeping passengers. I mean, it really depends on what the author’s going to spoof next.”

“There’s no guarantee of cryosleep,” Cassie argued. “A wreck is more likely, with the three of us plus a few eligible male passengers and at least one annoying child forging an intrepid path through the titanic vessel that was billed as the ship that couldn’t possibly fail. We’ll have to race against time to the lifeboat pods before we drift into a star or self-destruct.”

“If we don’t wreck, my money’s on New Terra being a backwater mining planet.” Trish smacked her fist into her palm. “I foresee low tech crime capers with a dose of bad weather, corrupt drug lords, and some kick-ass lesbians in hard hats.”

“Silly. You don’t have any money. Nobody’s going to take that bet,” Mari Shu pointed out. “We’ll probably get blown off course by a stellar tornado or mistimed gatestar explosion into a quadrant where no human has e’er ventured, with no way to contact our scientists back on Olde Earth and Mars. Talk about getting stuck in the boonies.”

“We should totally call it the boonie quadrant if that happens,” Cassie said. “I call dibs on the hive-melded hunk we rescue from the Galactic Bee Queen and attempt to waken back into individuality.”

Mari Shu threw up her hands. “Have you considered we might accidentally time travel into the Earth’s past where we must ponder the ramifications of the butterfly effect weighed against the fact that the future we’re building toward kind of sucks anyway, and that we’d be better off altering the space time continuum?”

“Timey wimey stuff.” Trish nodded wisely. “One practically has to be a doctor to understand that. However, I really don’t think that’s the way this segment is going.”

“What makes you say that?” Mari Shu asked.

“Because a space cowboy’s sneaky ferret class vessel has uncloaked right outside our tiny porthole. And look, it’s called the Quietude. I get the feeling it’s ironically named.”

Alarms blasted through the vessel right after Trish noticed the rattletrap spaceship that resembled a junk heap more than a sleek stellar cruiser like the Rentaprise. An announcement on the loudspeaker followed. “Passengers, lock yourself in your cabins and remain calm. I repeat, lock yourself in your cabins. Remain calm. This is not a drill.”

Mari Shu assumed that was their captain speaking. She ran to the door and opened it, because that’s what you do when you’re the heroine and the captain warns you to stay in your cabin.

Various persons, shouting and running, stampeded through the corridors, presumably headed for their cabins.

She used her unusual, yet unfashionable, height and peak physical fitness to stop a small man hurrying past. He skidded on the floor when she snatched his beige jumpsuit collar—the color of RLC employees and thus not a passenger. He’d have answers.

“What’s going on?” she demanded.

“We’re being boarded by murderous pirates who paralyzed our engines somehow, citizen! They seem to be deflecting our best laser shots with archaic swords and bracelets. Stay in your cabin!”

“Eeeeeeeek!” screamed a female voice somewhere past the closest intersection.

“We have to go help,” Mari Shu insisted, but the passengers continued to run as fast as they could away from the murderous pirates. The RLC employee bit her hand and wrenched free of her grasp like a crazed person, joining the flood.

“Eeeeeeeeek! Help me!” screamed the female voice again. 

“Come, sisters,” Mari Shu insisted, waving to her terrified siblings. “There’s a citizen in danger.”

“We’re not police. We’re supposed to stay in our cabin,” Trish said. “Close that door.”

“I’m going to be sick with fear.” Cassie’s healthy orange glow faded to a mawkish yellow.

But Mari Shu couldn’t ignore a fellow citizen in danger, and a female one at that. Was there no solidarity amongst drudges from Olde Earth? She’d want strangers to race to her sisters’ defense if murderous space pirates were attempting to murder them. The screaming woman could be somebody’s dear, innocent sister.

Mari Shu tossed caution to the stellar tornadic winds and forded the river of escaping citizens like a salmon swimming upstream. Not that she’d ever seen a salmon or a stream. She thought possibly salmon was a shade of dirty pink. If a dirty pink color were in a stream, it would be murky sunlight reflecting on waves. That didn’t seem difficult to her at all, not like struggling in the opposite direction of a crowd of hysterical citizens. Perhaps the people on Mars, who got to see salmon pink sunlight gleaming on streams, would understand—and perhaps people on the paradise of New Terra would as well.

One day she, too, would understand why it was difficult for the color salmon to reflect on ripples of water. These space pirates weren’t going to steal that dream from her, even if it did take ten penitentiary-like, boring years to reach it.

“Eeeeeeeeeek!” cried the distraught female again. 

The panicked torrent of humanity thinned enough for Mari Shu to make tracks down the long, long, long corridor. In fact, the corridor was long enough that, if Mari Shu weren’t so worried about saving the woman being attacked by pirates, she might have reflected on the fact that the voice sounded a lot closer than it was.

She finally rounded a corner, where she was confronted by seven tall, hairy monsters that resembled big walking carpets. Studded black gun belts crisscrossed their broad torsos, and tiny black eyes stared at Mari Shu with fierce ferocity. One held a sword. One wore bracelets. Their black, snub noses weren’t all that threatening, until a shorter one opened its mouth.

Big teeth on that one.

It pointed a large gun at her. Since guns were forbidden on Olde Earth except for the police, she had no idea if the gun would stun her or blast her into a thousand gobbets of flesh. 

“Stand and deliver!” he yelled.

Mari Shu raised her hands to demonstrate she had no weapons and contemplated not only her life, which flashed before her eyes in a dull swath of grey, but the foolhardiness of running pell-mell into a crew of well-armed villains without so much as a wrench to defend herself.

Who were these hairy beings? Were they aliens from New Terra? Why, if they were from that blessed paradise, had they journeyed to the Old Earthian galaxy to loot and pirate?

One monster held its hands to its mouth. “Eeeeeeeeeeeek!” it cried in the same feminine voice that had lured Mari Shu here.

“You’re not a damsel in distress,” she accused strongly. If she weren’t in peak physical condition, she’d be huffing and puffing, but as it was, the run had barely raised her pulse. “You’re not a human either.”

“No shazbat,” the female monster said. 

“Give us all your valuables, woman,” suggested the fattest monster, who was wearing a brightly colored shirt. It held out an empty sack that hung limply in its grasp. “Make it quick, like a leaf on the—”

“Don’t say it!” screeched one of the others. Mari Shu couldn’t tell which, but since the fat, jaunty monster fell silent, she supposed it didn’t matter. 

It did grunt and shove the sack toward her, expecting her to fill it.

“I don’t have anything of value,” she protested, hands high. “Except for my sisters. We’re pilgrims en route to New Terra to build a fresh life for ourselves.”

“Pilgrims? Probably poor as gorramma church mice, too. Ain’t that just our gorramma luck,” snarled the foremost of the monsters, the one with the swagger and the sword. He smacked the tallest monster in the back of the head, knocking off the beast’s orange cap. “That’s the last time I listen to one of your big ideas, Jayle.”

“Don’t talk about my gorramma that way,” Jayle responded. “She said she had sisters. Can’t we take them? There’s places you can get a pretty penny for sisters. Are they twins? We can stash them in my bunk.”

“No, we can’t take her gorramma sisters with us,” the boss yelled. “Not even if they’re twins.”

“And we do not indulge in the flesh trade,” said another monster in a deep voice, who managed to look stern, disapproving, wise, old, kind of young, and mellow all at once, though he was coated by hair. He also had no guns, just a book. Possibly the rules for how to be a space pirate in case they got stuck.

“What are we gonna do now, boss?” asked the fat monster with the empty sack.

“Let’s blow this joint,” the boss monster said, swishing his sword piratically.

Jayle’s black, beady eyes lit up. “Literally? Interstellar cruiser go boom?”

The female monster stomped her hairy, shaggy foot. “Not until I check the spare parts bin for something to repair our garglethruster maxiblaster. You promised I could have some spare parts, Cappin.”

“Can I put my hands down now?” Mari Shu asked these strange, argumentative, raggle taggle monsters. Despite their pelts, they seemed human enough in their behavior.

“Best hold still and pretend we aren’t here, child, since some amongst our number are trigger happy,” the stern monster recommended to Mari Shu. “We mean you no harm.”

Jayle stuck his cap back on his head and glared. “Speak for yourself.”

The smallest monster began to dance in circles, her limbs displaying an acrobatic, mysteriously phenomenal flexibility and strength. “The rain in Spain falls mainly upside down and through the polluted gazelles like rainbows of flesh gobbets.”

Flesh gobbets! Mari Shu’s raised arms began to tremble. That was what she’d feared the gun would turn her into several pages ago. Were these monsters mind readers? Forecasters of the immediate future? Was she doomed?

“Brooke, this is neither the time nor the place,” said a monster in the back of the group in a surprisingly cultured voice for a big walking carpet. Instead of a studded gun holster or a sword, he carried a black bag with a red cross on the side and what appeared to be blue rubber gloves sticking out the top. “Please don’t do this.”

“Let the child dance,” the stern, bookish monster said. “She’s expressing her beautiful soul.”

“Expressing herself is gonna get our asses kicked,” Jayle growled. “Dancing? We’re bloody pirates.”

“Only temporarily,” Cappin insisted. “Until our fortunes take a turn for the somewhat better.”

“Shiny,” said the first female, apropos of nothing.

“Anything’s gotta be better than trying to rob a bunch of pilgrims,” piped up the short, fat monster. “They’re as unfettered by material possessions as a leaf on the—”

“Don’t say it!” several monsters shouted together.

“We cannot deny that we have a crucial need for material possessions,” the stern monster opined. “In particular, money, with which to save that orphanage.”

“That’s not what we’re doin’,” Cappin insisted. “We’re hardened mercenaries. We don’t care about orphans. The only thing we really need is an experienced, high-class sexxorer to replace Innie-Outie after she done left us.”

“Deserted us for that rover-class man on Mars.” The female patted his arm. “It’s okay, Cappin. If it was meant to be, it would somehow be, at least until the not-quite main character croaked in a brutal and unexpected fashion.” She glanced over her shoulder at the quiet, black-bag carrying monster at the rear of the group.

“Like I care,” Cappin said with a grunt. “We just need money. And a high-class sexxorer who can get us an entrée into those fancy shindigs where there ain’t no damn poor-as-church-mouse pilgrims.”

“Sexxorer twins,” Jayle suggested. “In my bunk.”

Did these pirate monsters ever stop with the witty banter long enough to...pirate? The only person they’d attempted to rob was Mari Shu. They hadn’t knocked on a single door.

“No, seriously,” Mari Shu said, more loudly. “Can I put my hands down?”

“Bored now.” The monster wearing the silver wristbands, who hadn’t yet spoken, turned and headed in the other direction. 

As if Mari Shu weren’t even there, the monsters bumped into each other a few times and followed the jaded yet somehow wonderful monster down the corridor, arguing and bantering. The child monster called Brooke continued to dance to silent music, arms curling sinuously, until she reeled to an abrupt halt in front of Mari Shu. 

“A bad choice at the end of this segment could lead to your ruin in a rain of flesh gobbets,” she hissed, balancing on one foot. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I...I...I...”

But the child monster whirled and cavorted after her pirate friends.

“Who were they?” Cassie asked, having surreptitiously crept up behind Mari Shu without anyone noticing. Trish had accompanied her. 

“Space pirates,” Mari Shu breathed. “Except...they don’t seem all that murderous.”

Cassie brightened. “Space pirates who have access to a ship? A ship that could return us to Olde Earth and my scummy wummy Gerald?” 

Mari Shu had to admit, after discussing the pitfalls that might lay ahead of them on their ten-year journey to New Terra, not to mention the restrictive laws that got one spaced after the slightest violation, debarking from the Rentaprise had a certain appeal. The kind of appeal that had propelled her and her sisters onto the Rentaprise in the first place, in search of a better life and an avoidance of crimes, punishments, and broken vows.

However, she had no way of knowing how much better New Terra could be.

Trish lay a finger on her rosebud lips. “As mercenaries, I suspect they wouldn’t agree to take us with them unless we offered them something of great value.”

“I do know one thing they value,” Mari Shu whispered to her sisters as they tiptoed behind the motley crew. After a brief stop at a convenient supply closet for machine parts, the monsters reached an exit hatch and prepared to re-board their ferret-class vessel.

“What do they value?” Cassie asked.

“High class sexxorers.”

“We don’t know any sexxorers besides Big Bertha,” Trish said. “I hardly think she’s high class.”

“Truth, sister. It’s so unfortunate that I vowed at the feet of our sainted grandmother that none of us would ever become sexxorers,” Mari Shu said, “or we could use that to gain us admittance onto the Quietude. But, you know, that’s a whole other story. In fact, the author says it’s titled Book 4: Pirates of Desire.”

“It sounds better than this crap,” Cassie said grumpily. Her moods did seem to swing like a widget on a string lately. “Maybe I’ll sneak aboard the ship without you. I didn’t make any vows. Except to remain true to my beloved scummy wummy.”

Trish placed a calming hand on Cassie’s arm. “Let’s stick with the original plan and journey to New Terra. Remember that Gerald raised our rent and caused us to be in this position in the first place, seeking a new home.”

“You keep saying that, but I don’t believe you.” Cassie stomped back to their tiny cabin. Even before they reached the door, the shipboard alarms ceased to wail. Passengers popped out into the corridor like the mythical prairie dogs of a much Older Olde Earth. The prairie land was now an urban slum, not where Mari Shu and her sisters had resided, but close.

New Terra would have no urban slums. It would have forests, grass, freedom, fresh air, alien life forms that may or may not be walking carpets, and equal footing for all citizens. It was worth the many year journey.

[image: image]

Mari Shu and her sisters spent the next however many days learning the routine of the ship. Eat, exercise to remain in peak physical condition, eat, sleep. They trained for chores, like “how to create shelters” and “how to make booze from native plants” and “how to look enticing and sexy despite limited bathing facilities.” Mari Shu was pleased that both Cassie and Trish, who’d never had a chance to take advantage of formal schooling, excelled in various courses.

While Mari Shu often saw RLC employees clustered in whispering groups that grew silent yet observant whenever passengers came near them, she thought nothing of it. The ship crew had a job to do, and it clearly involved whispering. 

Nor did she think anything about the way passengers started disappearing. It was a big vessel. Perhaps they’d violated rules and gotten themselves spaced. She, Cassie, and Trish were doing fine, so it wasn’t a concern.

Lastly, the random scents of burning widgets and trailers of smoke leaking from vents bothered her not at all. How was she to know what was normal in the functionality of a massive galactic cruiser like this one? Those scents might be required.

What she didn’t realize was... Well, the author would like to add some hints here about how much more sluggish and amenable Mari Shu and her sisters felt after every meal, but she’d also like to get on with the adventure and speed up the pace. So that. Something in the food, walking around like zombies, complacency, removal of emotions, blah blah blah.

Once the passengers were adjusted to hyperstellarwarp travel and fully zombified, the RLC staff began assigning those who remained, as Trish had predicted, to cryofreezo pods to snooze for the rest of the journey. Why the delay? Well, training was required, for one. For two, Trish had also learned on the scrolling infodumper screen that entering a cryofreezo pod too soon in the journey meant a person’s head would explode. Cleaning that up so the next passenger could use the pod was a huge inconvenience.

Their neighbors went to the pods. Mari Shu didn’t protest. Cassie and Trish were taken next. Mari Shu said nothing. Then they came for Mari Shu.

As the RLC employees walked her to her pod, Mari Shu’s stomach grumbled. Oh, space rats! She’d forgotten to eat breakfast since she’d been cleaning their bunk room one final time. Was she about to spend ten years hungry?

They entered a giant room full of stack after stack of translucent coffins filled with naked people. Tubes, attachments, and bubbles laced the pods, surrounding the cryofrozen passengers and maintaining their stasis. Conveyer belts organized the whole mess.

“Pod 1234,” the RLC guy holding her arm told the RLC guy working the conveyer belt controls. The guys were otherwise indistinguishable, with no need to differentiate between their hair or what dirty jokes they found hilarious. 

Conveyer belt guy activated the machinery. Pods circled and whizzed in a confusing series of loops and levels, coming to a halt with an empty pod on the landing pad.

Mari Shu’s escort pushed her onto the pad. “Take off your clothes and get in.”

“She’s really tall. Will she fit?” asked conveyer belt guy. 

“Bend your knees a little,” advised another indistinguishable guy. Mari Shu didn’t wonder why they were all guys, both here and at the main branch of the RLC on Olde Earth. In fact, the author only just now noticed. Wow, that was some bad writing, huh? 

(*Unless it’s foreshadowing...) 

“Won’t bending my knees cut off my circulation?” she asked.

“You’ll be completely and safely asleep for ten years.” He got all shifty-eyed. “You won’t feel a thing.”

When the pod opened, a medicinal whoosh cleared Mari Shu’s sinuses. After weeks in a haze, her senses sharpened. 

Her mind sharpened. 

As her hands hovered over the zipper of her jumpsuit, she rapidly contemplated the suspicious whispering of the employees. She contemplated the passengers who’d disappeared before it was time to be cryofrozen. She contemplated the burning widget odors. She contemplated the RLC employee’s shifty eyes. All the details an undrugged person would find troublesome began to add up.

Mari Shu, a trained widgeter who’d received commendations for her talented widgeteering, was quite good at math. In this book.

What should Mari Shu do? 

*  *  *
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Segment 3.2) Ask about all these unusual happenstances.



Segment 3.3) Strip down and hop into the cryofreezo pod, since that was presumably where her sisters were as well.
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Segment 3.2
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Ask about all these unusual happenstances.

––––––––
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“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Mari Shu told the guys. “I’ve noticed mechanical malfunctions all over the ship, which I recognize because of my years in a widget factory. I received a commendation, you know.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the SS Rentaprise. It cannot fail,” conveyer belt guy declared. 

“You’ll get in and shut up if you know what’s good for you.” Her escort shoved her toward the empty glass tomb. 

Mari Shu hadn’t utilized her peak physical condition for aggressive actions before, but she’d seen vids. She squirmed out of her captor’s grasp and pointed at them from a safer distance. “What’s good for me is knowing where the other passengers disappeared to before it was time for the cryofreezo pods.”

The RLC guys menaced her indistinguishably. “They were unfit. You’re fit. Get in the pod.”

“Unfit how?” Mari Shu asked, cold dread making her shudder. No, wait, that was a chilly gust of air from the cryofreezo pod. Brrrr. “Where are my sisters?”

“Don’t know who you’re talking about.” One of the guys raised a blaster. “Maybe you’re not so fit after all. The Gridevil doesn’t need independent thinkers mucking things up.” 

“Grid-uhhh-voool?” Mari Shu asked, enunciating carefully. That wasn’t a word she was familiar with. 

“Grid. Eeee. Vul,” enunciated the blaster-holding guy right back at her. 

Each syllable was like a nail in her coffin—no, in her cryofreezo pod. Anyway, coffins were only used on Olde to the Nth Power Earth. Citizens who died in modern times were cremated. The bodies were taken by Green Soil hover-vans, the private contractor employed by the government to handle corpse disposal. Citizens were prohibited from holding funerals. There were so many people on Olde Earth that loved ones would constantly be attending funerals and asking for time off from widgeteering. What a mess.

She supposed corpses on a ship like the SS Rentaprise had to be disposed of in some other way. Perhaps there was a Green Soil holding tank? 

But...ten years.  She couldn’t even imagine what would happen inside that holding tank until the Rentaprise could commission someone from Green Soil to process the bodies. It was possible the corpses were ejected into space, which actually didn’t sound that bad if you were already dead. Possibly better than being cremated—your body drifting amongst the stars for all eternity. Cremated bodies were...well, she didn’t know.

And it wasn’t relevant, because she’d be in a cryofreezo pod, not cremated, and it had something to do with this Gridevil.

Mari Shu returned from her random tangent to echo the RLC employee. “Grid. Eeee. Vul. Grid. Evil. Evil Grid!” she exclaimed, adding the numbers together like the human calculator widgeteer she’d been before signing up to relocate to New Terra.

The Grid was in charge of this ship, not the RLC—and the Grid was evil!

“The Grid will never take me alive!” she shouted, executing a perfect roundhouse kick that knocked the gun out of the crewmember’s hand, which soared in a high arc straight into her hand. The gun, not the guy’s hand, because her foot didn’t have blades on it. Although, dude, that would be a cool trick, especially if we get a movie deal! Can’t you just picture it? She kicks him, and the gun and his hand fly free, and blood hoses his buddy down, and he’s hollering and clutching his handless arm, but that only makes the blood gush into his face, and...

Anyway, that’s not what happened. The guy still had his hand, though I assure you, he was very startled that the gun was no longer in it.

Now Mari Shu had the upper hand. And the gun. And an overuse of the word “hand”. 

She sprang to the railing of the pod meant for her. From there she leapt atop the blocky machine that powered the conveyer belt, out of reach.

“I’m getting out of here, and anyone who tries to stop me is dead,” she threatened. “But first, where are my sisters?”

The employees all raised their...okay, not hands, since overuse. They raised their arms, reaching for the sky. Except technically, in outer space, you’re in the sky. That really fubars this particular cliché, you know? 

One man blanched pale under his stylish orange skin. “Seriously, I don’t know who you’re talking about, lady.”

“Cassie Shu Nine Million Even and Trish Shu Nine Million Even,” she snapped. “Find them, or I’ll put a hole in your head.”

Mari Shu didn’t let these guys detect her quivering qualms. She lifted her chin and glared at them. If she hadn’t questioned them...if she hadn’t insisted they explain the mechanical malfunctions...she would have been part of the Gridevil already. Granted, she had no idea what a Gridevil was or if being a part of it was a bad thing. Perhaps, upon reflection, it was simply the nickname of the cryofreezo stasis system. Nevertheless, she’d woken from her torpor, stolen a gun, kicked a guy, and jumped on top of this big machine. She had a swashbuckly reputation to uphold and sisters to rescue.

Conveyer belt guy... Dammit, I really should have given these guys names after all. Let’s call him Ted, per the name patch on his beige RLC uniform.

Ted shakily activated his data tablet. “I’ll see if I can find them. Just don’t kill us. You don’t want to know what happens to dead bodies around here.”

“You’re right,” Mari Shu lied, refusing to let another tangent misdirect the tense action scene. “I only want to know about my sister’s living bodies. Get over here and let me see what you’re doing so I can make sure you’re not sounding an alarm.” 

She squatted on the machine so she could view the screen, preventing Ted from hiding evidence. He whizzed through data tables in numerical order. Eight million. Eight million five hundred thousand...

As they grew close to nine million, a tiny shuffle behind Mari Shu interrupted her concentration. Thanks to that medicinal whoosh from the cryofreezo pod in the last segment, her senses were not only sharp but preternaturally sharp. Because science. 

She whirled to find a fourth crew member—a lady, see? Diversity!—sneaking up on her.

She blasted the woman between the eyes. Math helped her have great aim the first time she used a gun, so stay in school, kids! 

The woman didn’t have time to shriek. Brains splattered across the plexi of the nearby pods. Ted, Fred, and Ned, however, shouted with manly fear.

She whirled to take them out. She’d free her sisters herself and find an escape pod or a conveniently forgotten storage bay they could hide in. Come to think of it, she hadn’t really thought this through. Once she woke her sisters from cryosleep, where were they going to go? The Rentaprise was in hyperstellarwarp mode. They couldn’t just amble out the door.

Using her superior grasp of higher mathematics, she prepared to kill Ned first with a single tweak of the trigger. He had piggy eyes and was the most annoying.

“Don’t shoot!” Another RLC employee—nametagged Dred—inched out from behind a stack of pods. “I’m here to help.”

Dred, like Mari Shu, appeared to have been too poor to access the spa treatments that would have made him attractive. His broad chest, lean hips, dessert goo brown skin, carefully manicured facial hair, and dark, wiry locks that rioted in a six-inch poof around his head were reminiscent of earlier centuries. A hundred years ago, it had been all the rage to have big hair and dark skin. Now long, sleek locks and skin of orange were the new black.

The silver cybermech implant at his temple, however, was reminiscent only of forbidden technology.

And a touch of forbidden desire.

Indeed, Dred’s unfashionably sable appearance, rangy height, and facial hair kindled a tingle in Mari Shu’s hoohah. A tingle she hadn’t experienced since she’d noticed that cybermech guy on the ship to Mars. 

Except this time she didn’t mistake it for poorly-rinsed apparel. She knew it for what it was. 

Instalove.

“How do you plan to help?” she asked belligerently. Never let it be said that the path to instalove runs smoothly. “By tricking me into this pod to shut me up? I’m onto you lowlifes, working for the Gridevil to...do something horribly criminal to innocent citizens who just wanted a shot at a new life on New Terra.”

Dred didn’t mock her, so her guess must be correct. What he did do was rattle her very foundations like widgets in an empty jug. No, a nearly empty jug, since it has a few widgets in it.

“There is no New Terra,” he said. “It’s all a lie.”

They stared at one another for a long moment. Meaningfully. Deeply. Borderline creepily. Fred, Ted, and Ned lowered their hands.

“What’s your name, citizen?” Dred asked in a husky voice.

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” she declared, but she surrendered to the longing to hear at least part of her name on this man’s sensuous lips. “You can call me Shu Shu.”

“Shu Shu,” he said caressingly. “There is no New Terra—not the way it’s been described to settlers.”

“Then where is this ship going?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. It’s going to another planet. But that planet isn’t a paradise, and it doesn’t take ten years to get there. It’s a—”

“Don’t tell her,” Ned snarled. “We’re not allowed. The Gridevil will—”

“The Gridevil won’t know if we don’t pod up and tell it.” The overhead lights flashed on Dred’s cybermech temple like a warning. “Are you going to pod up and make a report, Ned? Or are you—”

“No!” Ned shook his head so vigorously that his somewhat plump cheeks wobbled like overfull goo cups. “No shazbatting way, but the passengers have to. Otherwise we’ll never—” 

“I thought I’d rudely interrupt you since you interrupted me.” Dred pointed at him. “What do you think of—” 

“As I was saying,” Ned spoke loudly over Dred. “If the passengers aren’t in their pods, we’ll never—” 

“Booga booga booga!” Fred yelled.

Dred and Ned glared at him.

“What?” The otherwise indistinguishable RCL employee named Fred shrugged. “I wanted to interrupt someone, too. Seemed like fun.”

“Interrupting is so last page,” Ned scoffed. “What were we even talking about?” 

“You’re all idiots,” Ted declared. 

“I’m pretty sure we weren’t discussing how we’re all idiots,” Dred said stiffly.

“You were about to tell me why the passengers have to be in pods,” Mari Shu reminded them. 
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