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 Foreword

 


H. K. Hillman

 


Spring is in the air, as the saying goes. Normally a
pretty pleasant time of year, but after the lunacy and fakery of
the last three years, it doesn’t feel quite the same.

This year, it seems the ‘spring’ in question is a
heavy, dirty, rusty one that is about to come crashing down on us
all only to bounce back up and come crashing down again.
Repeatedly.

At least the daffodils are blooming. There is still
something to smile about. For now.

The future, at this time, does not look good. I
won’t go into details here but the mood in this latest resurgence
of the world is darker than I have ever known. This darkness is
reflected in most of the stories in this anthology – normally the
most light hearted of the three we put out each year. I am left to
wonder how dark the stories will be in the next volume, the
Halloween one.

My own stories are of course generally dark anyway
so I doubt anyone will notice any difference in mine.

It’s not all doom and gloom, even though that is
generally my default position and has been for a very long time
now. We have a new author to welcome to the Underdog Anthologies.
Tarquin Sutherland opens this book with a poem.

A dark one.
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 What Happens?

 


Tarquin Sutherland

 


 


What happens when discourse dissipates

...and fair hands are replaced with
foul?

What happens if debate disintegrates

...and a grin gets replaced with a
growl?

What happens where life's legitimacy

...is wiped clean - like a slate, with a
cloth?

And what happens should Liberty be snatched
away?

...will The People all then vent their
wrath?

 


 


 


What happens when freedom flounders

...and The State becomes foe and not
friend?

What happens if speech becomes bounded

...self-expression an act to offend?

What happens where censors censure

...and the chains exist only in brains?

And what happens should all of our hope then
be lost

...just how does one confront the
insane?

 


 


 


What happens when history itself becomes
moot

...and one's birthright is stolen away?

What happens if lies are allowed to take
root

...and officialdom bent to betray?

What happens where books are both buried and
burned

...and The Dead, themselves - held to
account?

And what happens should anger reach boiling
point

...and all argument too steep to
surmount?

 


 


 


What happens when conflict comes easy

...and all dreams become waking
nightmare?

What happens if we're forced to watch kith
and then kin

...become broken and left in despair?

What happens where men are left with little
choice

...and self sacrifice seems easy for
some?

Should that happen shall we all then lay our
lives on that line

...and push up poppies for the generations
to come?
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 Bedding into Business

 


Adam D. Stones

 


Around the Sun Bar, Copernicus Station –
2323

Condensation ran down the side of a mostly
full, second pint of beer, leaving tracks through the more stable
water drops. Helena Tyche watched them wind their way down, trying
to guess which direction the drops would snake next. There wasn’t
much else to watch in the small booth. The bar was mostly empty,
though only vague shapes could be seen though the constant cascade
of water which formed the privacy screen, muting the music from the
main section. Her sister, Ophelia, slouched on the bench next to
her, far less patiently. Three beers down and working steadily on
the fourth, Ophelia was naturally a faster drinker but had a
correspondingly higher tolerance.

“We should just go, Hels. They aren’t
coming.”

“We wait. They’ll be here.” Helena
responded, sounding more convinced than she actually was.

“Yeah, right. They were supposed to be here
an hour and a half ago. How long should we wait?”

Helena didn’t respond. She
didn’t want to say that they didn’t have a choice, that they didn’t
have any money left, could barely afford to buy food for tomorrow,
never mind refuel the ship for a journey to another station or
planet. The truth was too painful, too depressing. Failure was
never easy to admit and this was complete ruination. If this
meeting didn’t pan out, they would have to sell their ship,
Jackdaw. That would
break her sister’s heart, Helena knew. The Jackdaw, which they affectionately
called Jackie,
was more than a home. It symbolised their hard-won freedom from
slavery, the ability to go where they wanted, to do as they
pleased. What they would do after selling Jackie would be a mystery.
Copernicus Station wasn’t exactly awash with job opportunities, at
least, not ones that were enticing or legal.

“If they aren’t here by the time I’ve
finished my drink, we should go.” Ophelia said, taking a mouthful
of beer and placing her glass down deliberately to emphasise the
point. There wasn’t much left in the glass.

“You don’t want to hang around for karaoke
again this evening? You sure made an impression a couple of days
ago…” Helena smirked, changing the subject in a transparent
distraction attempt.

Ophelia shuddered, comically
exaggerated.

“God, No! I can’t believe you let me sing.
It was such a cheesy song and I was barely able to stand. I’m
surprised they let me back in after that crime against
humanity.”

“It was the duet that really cemented it in
everybody’s mind…”

“What duet? I don’t remember a duet! With
who?” Ophelia asked confusion furrowing her features.

“The sexy duet. With that guy who kept
trying to buy you drinks all evening. The chunky one with a strange
odour and slightly greasy skin.”

“Gross!” Ophelia dry heaved comically. “Why
didn’t you stop me!?!”

“And miss out on all that free
entertainment? Not a chance!” Helena giggled mercilessly at her
sister’s mortification. “Besides, it isn’t like you tried to bring
him home. You never bring anyone home.”

“We’ll definitely go after this drink.” A
mortified Ophelia said, blushing.

“We’ll go when I’ve finished mine.” Helena
asserted.

Ophelia wasn’t satisfied.

“Pfft. You’re nursing that far too much. Get yourself on the outside
of it and we can go back to Jackie.
I want to hide under my duvet.”

“And do what? We don’t have a cargo or a job
or anything!” Helena paused, registering Ophelia’s sentence. “Get
myself on the outside of it?” she glanced at Ophelia, raising a
questioning eyebrow.

Ophelia grinned, shuffling herself a little
more upright.

“Yeah, I heard someone say it the other day.
Quite a fun little phrase, right?”

Helena smiled, glad of the levity. The
merriment was short lived as the water screen split apart, allowing
entry of loud music and a smart looking woman sporting a rather
flattering suit cut to emphasise her slender figure. She entered
the booth, shimmying along until level with the sisters. A waitress
came through the opening, placing a large wine glass filled with
sangria in front of the business lady before retreating.

“Can I get two more beers?” Ophelia shouted
after the waitress as the curtain closed, cutting off the
music.

The two parties sat sizing each other up.
The sisters were unsure of what to make of the business-woman. Her
suit was clearly custom made and looked like it cost more than
their ship was worth. Ophelia couldn’t stop staring at her
beautiful, smooth features and pale skin, indicating a history
lacking any manual labour or harsh environments. Office based, most
likely station born and never set foot on a planet, Helena thought.
Contrary to the rest of the smart appearance, her hairstyle was
rather unique. Shoulder length, slicked back, straight hair, dyed
an unnaturally dark black with two blue streaks running from front
to back. Both sister’s nostrils were assailed with a strong scent
of lilies with an undercurrent of excessive money.

Poorly disguised doubt was etched on the
smooth face as the lady took in the sisters. Ophelia at least
looked presentable. Tight jeans and raised heel boots, while a form
fitting t-shirt and short jacket emphasised her athletic figure
well. Helena, by comparison was in her standard loose-fitting
utility suit, pens and small tools chaotically jammed into pockets,
having not had time to change after the message came over the net
asking to meet immediately, phrased in a manner that wasn’t really
asking. There had barely been time to wipe Teflon-based oil from
her hands before grabbing her own jacket and Ophelia. To then be
made to sit for ninety minutes was just frustrating, she could have
had a shower and changed…

“The Misses Tyche. Helen and Ophelia, I
presume.” The business woman said. A statement more than a
question.

“Helena.” Helena corrected.

“If you say so.” The smartly dressed woman
dismissed the correction, an air of disinterest emanating from her
body language.

“What can we do for you, Miss...?” Helena
asked, leaving the question hanging in the air.

“Drayton. Tina Drayton.”

“What can we do for you Miss. Drayton?”

Helena watched as the smartly dressed woman
took a mouthful of sangria, grimacing before swallowing.

“God, this bar is awful.” She said, placing
the glass gently back on the table.

Helena could see Ophelia
frowning out of the corner of her eye, taking umbrage. The
Around the Sun bar
wasn’t exactly a high-class establishment, but the sisters liked it
for the atmosphere it provided and the cheap drink offers suitable
for their exceedingly meagre budget.

“If it’s so bad, why did you choose to meet
here?” Ophelia asked pointedly. Helena nudged her slightly with her
elbow. Tina didn’t respond immediately, taking a mini-tablet from
her pocket and turning it on. After tapping through a few menu
screens, she placed the tablet in front of her, ready to make
notes.

“I think you would stand out in the
establishments I usually frequent. And I doubt you could afford the
bill either.” Tina finally responded, barely glancing at
Ophelia.

“So, what can we do for you, Miss Drayton?”
Helena said quickly, forestalling any further response from her
sister.

“I have a client who needs a small package
moving discreetly, reliably and urgently. Your ship is reputed to
be fast…”

“The fastest!” Ophelia boasted. Tina raised
a finely maintained eyebrow.

“…quite.” Reading from her
screen, she continued. “The Jackdaw. A small Jackdaw class ship, last one to be
flying. Low detection profile, capable of high-g manoeuvres, some
weapon capacity. Crewed by two sisters with one small child on
board, approximate age two. You also happen to be available at
short notice. There aren’t many ships available at the moment
capable of fulfilling our… needs. You come highly recommended. In
appreciation of this, you will receive standard market shipping
rates plus ten percent. Are you interested?”

Helena didn’t pause to consider, desperation
causing her to focus on the potential payday ahead. She knew that
if she didn’t try to haggle though, it would raise suspicions.

“We’re interested. Payment up front.
Commercial rate plus twenty percent. Consumables and incidentals in
addition to the fee.”

“Hang on, Hels.” Ophelia interrupted. “Who
is your client? What are we delivering? How do you know all this
about us? Come to think of it, who are you? And who recommended
us?”

Helena put a hand on her leg
under the table quietening her sister. Ophelia could only watch as
the two negotiated the terms, head turning back and forth as if
watching a tennis match. Tina ignored the interruption, focussing
on Helena. “Rate plus twelve. Consumables are part of the fee,
any relevant incidentals will be covered. Half in advance, half on
delivery.”

“Rate plus fifteen.” Helena countered. “Half
and half. Relevant incidentals. Full tanks of fuel in advance,
anything excess we keep, other consumables covered by us.”

“Rate plus thirteen. Other terms
acceptable.”

“Now both of you wait just a
damn minute!” Ophelia snapped. “There’s
two of us on that ship and, since I’m the one who can fly her,
you’ll damn well answer my questions or we won’t be going anywhere
any time soon.”

Tina appeared slightly surprised at the
outburst before recovering her poker face.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Allow me to introduce
myself.” She didn’t sound sorry at all, more fed up with the whole
affair. Her bored tone echoed off the walls in an irritating
harmonic. “Tina Drayton. Chief Executive of Drayton Intermediaries.
We act as intermediaries for people who need things moving in a
more, ah, discreet manner. The sort of people who don’t like
questions.” She paused, the statement hanging in the air for
emphasis, before continuing. “It’s my business to know who and what
ships are docked where, what they can do and the crew capabilities.
As to who my client is and what you’re delivering, these are
matters for discretion. You should know better than to ask, really.
It betrays your amateur status.”

“Amateur? Ha!” Ophelia scoffed, picking
herself up to sit upright. “We’ve been flying for thirteen years.
We know what we’re doing. I can understand not wanting to tell us
who your client is, but the ship isn’t flying anywhere unless we
know exactly what we’re carrying. Is it explosive? Radioactive?
Does it require cryonics or a strict temperature regime? Will it be
damaged by high-g manoeuvres? Or worse explode? I assume it isn’t
legal where we’re taking it, or if it is, that there would be some
import duties. Which means we’d be on the hook for tax evasion or
worse. So either you tell us what you want us to carry, or we walk.
Also, if it’s a small item, we’ll need another cargo to fill the
hold. Ships like ours don’t fly empty directly between ports. That
would attract the attention of the authorities and make it more
likely they would look hard for something.”

Tina, unused to being spoken to in such an
impertinent manner, stared at Ophelia, reappraising the pilot. She
took in the form fitting attire and short, mousy hair, closely
cropped into a crew cut for ease of maintenance in low gravity. An
unassuming appearance, indistinct and easy to pass over, yet hiding
resolve and intelligence. Picking up her less-than-satisfactory
sangria, Tina drank some while maintaining eye contact with
Ophelia.

“You’re smarter than you look.” Tina said,
tipping her glass in a salute. Ophelia couldn’t tell if she was
being serious or mocking. Either way, it was something of a
backhanded compliment.

“Thanks. It’s compliments like that which
make life worth living.” The tone could have cut glass.

“Snark as well.” Tina’s raised eyebrow
barely made a crinkle in her porcelain smooth skin.

“My sister is correct. We will need to know
the basics about what we’re carrying to be able to ensure delivery
intact, as well as the destination. Beyond what we need to know,
the specifics can be left out.” Helena said, attempting to wrestle
the conversation back onto a more diplomatic track before her
sister could start an argument costing them the contract. The smart
business woman barely looked at her before turning her head back to
Ophelia.

“It’s inert. Basically a data storage
device. Portable on a person. No special requirements. So tell me,
what does make life worth living?”

“Flying. There’s nothing like it. Whether
you’re coasting through the vast blackness, dodging asteroids in
the belt or ripping down the canyons of Ganymede, you’re in
control. Nobody to tell you where to go, what to do.” Her voice
trailed off, eyes becoming distant, “It’s pure freedom,” she added,
barely above a whisper.

“I know what you mean. Being beholden to
no-one. To choose what you do and when. There’s no better
feeling.”

“Aren’t you based here on the station?
Doesn’t that limit your freedom?” Ophelia asked, earning herself a
kick under the table from her sister. If Tina found the question
impertinent, she didn’t show any sign of it, happily
responding.

“Not at all, Ophelia. Can I call you
Ophelia?” She didn’t pause for an answer. “There are many different
types of freedom, each with its own benefits and limitations. You
can go anywhere you want, experience thrilling flights and not
become chained to one place. However, your financial situation is a
little, precarious, shall we say? You can’t know for sure when your
next contract is coming or how lucrative it will be. I on the other
hand, don’t have to worry about such things. Running my successful
business, I have regular contracts in addition to ad-hoc dealings
such as this. It means I can afford whatever I want, do whatever I
want, whenever I want. The price of which is living in one place,
but to me that isn’t a large cost. I was born here and I’m happy to
stay here. Though ‘ripping down the canyons of Ganymede’ sounds
exhilarating. I’d love to hear more about that sometime.” Tina
paused, staring wistfully at her glass, which she raised in a
toast.

“To freedom. In all its many forms.” Tina
clinked glasses with Ophelia, who then bumped her tankard into
Helena’s. Helena went to toast with Tina, but was a little put out
to find her already drinking.

“We can leave in three days.” Helena
said.

“Not sooner? My client
is waiting for the
delivery.” Tina queried, eyes boring through the
mechanic.

“No. We’re waiting on some parts to be
fabbed. Then we need to fit and test them. Plus, then we need to
load the decoy cargo.” Helena replied.

“That’s somewhat disappointing. My client
was hoping it would be sooner.”

“My sister is an excellent
mechanic. Keeps our old Jackie
floating through the void and the engines burning
right. If she says it’s going to be three days, it’ll be three
days.” Ophelia interjected.

Tina’s gaze slipped back to Ophelia, eyeing
her up and down. “Although, I guess a few days wait could be...
tolerable…” The statement hung in the air, laden with
suggestion.

“Anything to make the wait tolerable.”
Ophelia smirked, taking Helena’s beer without asking and downing a
third of it without breaking eye contact with Tina. Electric
feeling flowed between the two women, anticipation sending tingling
sensations coursing through the nerves. Helena blinked, usually she
was the one doing the customer relations. Her sister lived for
flying and in all their years of flying, had paid scant attention
to the financial or social aspects of contracts. For some
unfathomable reason, she found herself on the outside of this deal,
looking in as a bystander.

“If the terms are acceptable, we can sign
now and you can send the particulars over?” Helena asked. Tina
tapped on the pad a few times and pushed her finger onto the
inbuilt scanner. A single beep indicated acceptance of the
fingerprint and the tablet slid unceremoniously over. Helena pushed
her own finger down on the small reader until the same beep sound
reverberated through the booth. As her finger came up, she was
mortified to realise she had left a small oily fingerprint on the
obviously expensive tablet. Tina picked it up without looking and
placed it back in her pocket, focussed on Ophelia.
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