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    Introduction


    This second collection of my short stories gathers together several that did not fit well in my first (Moondust Memories), or were not available for reprinting at that time. Happily, the baker's dozen I've assembled here make a pleasingly diverse collection. For sure, it's a big jump from a dying astronaut contemplating the possibility of life after death to a mysterious tale of romantic obsession played out in the deep end of a swimming pool, but that's part of the fun of being a writer. Who knows where one's muse will lead next?


    As ever, I must give my sincere thanks to every editor who accepted these stories for publication; also to those that didn't, but who made suggestions that ultimately improved them sufficiently to make them worth publishing elsewhere. Similarly, my heartfelt thanks go to my long-suffering fellow writers at the various Milford workshops I've attended, also the members of the One Step Beyond writers' group.


    Whether you are reading these stories for the first time or the umpteenth, I hope you enjoy them.


    

  


  
    A Walk in the Woods


    The squirrel scampered amongst the branches of the oak tree, chattering facts about its host in a Disney-style voice. Vincent Cornell made a mental note to reprogram the creature at the earliest opportunity.


    'Sessile oak: WiredWood.org/Welby/oak27, age ninety-two years, height thirty-five metres. Sessile oak . . . .'


    'Details,' said Vincent.


    A table of data materialised in front of him, seeming to hang in the air like some wraith of the forest. Several of the entries for this tree were blank, while others required updating. Three-and-a-half years after its inception, the Wired Wood project had yet to establish a complete inventory of the local flora and fauna. The task of updating the database was a routine but enjoyable aspect of Vincent's work. After he had finished dictating the entries, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The aromas of growth and decay delighted him, as always.


    The crackle of twigs breaking underfoot jolted Vincent out of his reverie. A pale-faced young woman emerged from behind the oak tree and walked towards him. She was dressed in combat trousers and a white tee shirt that emphasised her willowy physique. Her grin revealed teeth that were slightly crooked.


    'Those aren't ordinary sunglasses, are they?'


    She spoke with a Welsh accent, but there was a hint of small-town America too. It was an odd yet beguiling combination. Vincent gave a nervous little laugh.


    'They're a new designer style. A thousand Euros a pair.'


    'Really?' Her frown suggested that she was not convinced by their fashion potential. 'I'm guessing they've been augmented in some way.'


    'That's right,' he said. 'They let me view data overlays generated by my belt-top.' He tapped a forefinger against the wallet-sized device. 'I'm conducting a survey for the Wired Wood project. You might have seen a documentary about our work on BBC Four last year.'


    The woman brushed aside a few strands of auburn hair that had blown across her face. 'Yes, I did watch that programme. But I'm afraid it didn't convince me that connecting forests to the Web was a good idea. In my view, Welby Wood ought to remain a refuge from the unreal world.' She made an expansive gesture, as if claiming ownership of the stands of oak and hornbeam.


    'I'm afraid that's not how our masters in London see things,' he said. ''Logged-in for life' is their slogan. Still, our work is not all dull tagging and cataloguing.' He extracted a spare pair of glasses from his rucksack. 'Here, try these on.'


    The glasses slid down her nose like a skier approaching a precipice. She allowed him to adjust the fit, not seeming to mind the physical contact. When he pressed a stud on the side of the frame the lenses darkened to full opacity, obscuring eyes that were black as peat.


    Vincent spoke a series of commands. A moment later, her head was jerking from side to side. He grinned at her even though she could not see him.


    'What am I looking at?' she asked.


    'Squirrel-cam footage.'


    She pushed the glasses up onto her forehead. 'You are joking, right?'


    'No; the video is genuine. I recorded it yesterday.'


    She watched some more of the footage before handing the glasses back to him.


    'I suppose it might just start a craze for Vermin Video. Not really my thing, though.'


    'Most people seem to enjoy it,' he remarked.


    'Well, I'm not "most people"!'


    Stung by the put-down, Vincent held up his hands in a gesture of contrition. 'Look, I'm sorry if I offended you. Let's start again, shall we? I'm Vincent.'


    After a brief pause, she said: 'And I'm Rachael.' With that, she turned away from him, bringing their conversation to an unequivocal end.


    Vincent felt a pang of desire as he watched Rachael stroll along the path, her slender body dappled with sunlight. He was tempted to follow, but something in the set of her shoulders indicated that she wanted to be alone. Shortly after she disappeared from view he heard a loud sneeze ricochet through the trees, accompanied by the clatter of crows spooked from their treetop homes.


    Feeling pleased with himself, Vincent unclipped the videophone from his belt. His progress report was overdue.


    ~


    'Hard at work today?'


    Vincent glanced up from the soil acidity equipment, which he was attempting to recalibrate. Rachael was standing between two hornbeam saplings, her exposed forearms as smooth as their bark. Her smile was beguiling.


    'Hi, Rachael,' he said. 'It's lovely to see you again.'


    Which was a simple statement of the truth, for Vincent had greatly enjoyed Rachael's company during their half-dozen encounters in Welby Wood.


    Her reply was lost to a succession of sneezes, each more powerful than the last. Vincent noticed that the tissue she held to her nose was spotted with blood. Concern tightened his face into a frown.


    'Are you alright?'


    Still dabbing at her nostrils, Rachael ambled up to him. 'I'm fine,' she said. 'The kindergarten is closed today, so I thought I'd pester you instead.' She winked at him. 'You don't mind, do you?'


    Before Vincent could reply, a red-cross icon buzzed across his field of view, alerting him to an infection in one of the saplings.


    'Sorry Rachael, but this is urgent. I've got to log these readings immediately.'


    She sighed and turned away.


    Rueing the lost opportunity but mindful of his responsibilities, Vincent set to work. He removed his digital camera from its pouch and began recording images of the stricken hornbeam. Most of its leaves seemed healthy, but he found several that were disfigured by brown splotches. He picked up a leaf that had fallen to the ground; it felt brittle as ancient parchment. Fearing the worst, Vincent cut a strip of bark from the base of the tree-trunk. A dusting of spores smeared the interior of the sample jar.


    Vincent spent half-an-hour downloading data from every tree in the glade. It was a task that would have been much simpler if Welby Wood's rural-area network had been installed as planned. Unfortunately, the necessary funding had yet to materialise.


    Having instructed his computer to perform a quick-look analysis of the data, Vincent placed a video call to Karl Badoer. Sky-blue eyes and an unkempt moustache smiled back at him.


    'I've just been talking to a friend of yours,' Karl said, panning the camera to frame Rachael's face. She looked embarrassed.


    'You seemed preoccupied,' she remarked. 'So I decided to walk to the lake. Where I bumped into your colleague . . . .'


    'Sorry about that, Rachael,' he said. 'I'll be with you shortly.' She rewarded him with a smile that dispelled his sudden pang of jealousy, but which could do nothing to lessen his disquiet about the hornbeams. 'Could you pass me back to Karl? Thanks . . .'


    Something in his tone must have alerted the engineer, for his grin had given way to a frown. 'What's the problem?'


    'It looks like we've got a major fungal infection in the north-eastern sector.'


    'I see . . . Should I set up a video-conference with London for this afternoon?'


    'Yes, that would be a sensible precaution. In the meantime, I've got a preliminary DNA analysis running. We should have the results in ten minutes or so.'


    Vincent broke the connection and started to jog along the path that would bring him to Summerhouse Lake. Constructed by some minor nobleman in the early nineteenth century, the eponymous building had long since rotted away, but the lake it had once overlooked continued to thrive, providing a haven for pike, perch and waterfowl.


    When Vincent reached the gravel path that encircled the lake, he spotted Karl and Rachael standing next to a bed of reedmace. Rachael was wearing Karl's spare pair of glasses. They seemed to be sharing a joke.


    Without warning, Rachael's laughter broke down into a series of gasps. Her eyes flared with panic as she tipped the contents of her rucksack onto the ground. After a brief rummage, she located an inhaler. Several doses were required before her breathing returned to normal.


    During the attack, Vincent had felt powerless to help. Now, he wished he could do more than just sound concerned.


    'Are you okay, Rachael?'


    'Yes, I'm fine,' she replied, while repacking her rucksack. 'There's really no need to worry.' She smiled at Vincent and then turned to face Karl. 'You were just about to show me another of your tricks . . . .'


    Karl glanced at Vincent, who responded with a shrug. The engineer frowned, but seemed willing to comply with Rachael's request. He pointed towards a nearby weeping willow. 'Look over there.'


    Intrigued, Vincent activated his infrared link to Karl's computer. Seconds later, a pair of fox-cubs emerged from the undergrowth. A beautiful, honey-coloured vixen followed them onto the bank. The cubs darted in and out of the foliage, ambushing each other.


    Rachael's sigh expressed a regret that had become almost universal of late. 'Such lovely creatures,' she said.


    'It's a pity about the cull,' said Vincent.


    Karl shrugged. 'We could not risk a Rabies epidemic.'


    'I suppose not,' Rachael said. 'But seeing Karl's party piece has made me wonder what else is virtual around here.'


    Rachael scanned the periphery of the lake, sliding her glasses up and down her forehead. After several seconds, she pointed across the water. 'That silver birch isn't real for a start.'


    'We lost it to the Blight five years ago,' said Karl.


    Vincent raised his eyebrows, but his colleague's expression remained deadpan.


    Rachael handed the glasses back to Karl with a sigh. 'Maybe there are times when illusion is preferable to reality.'


    Her sombre remark brought the conversation to an end. As he gazed at the lake, Vincent found himself wishing that Karl would make an excuse and leave. To his intense annoyance, it was Rachael who moved first. After a handshake that left Vincent feeling dissatisfied, she wandered off into the trees. A few seconds later came the familiar volley of sneezes.


    Karl cleared his throat. 'I think your friend is allergic to Welby Wood,' he said.


    Before Vincent could reply, a loud beep from his computer informed him that the data analysis was ready. He glanced at the results and groaned. 'Maybe she's reacting to the spores from this bastard.'


    Karl inspected the results on his own display. 'Is that what I think it is?'


    'I'm afraid so. It looks like some idiot of a gene-hacker has released a mutated variant of the Blight. But this time it's attacking the hornbeams.'


    ~


    The warbling of the videophone was only just audible above the sound of branches creaking in the wind. Even so, it was sufficient to distract Vincent from his work. Annoyed by the intrusion, he spoke the shutdown command. The panorama of silver birch trees faded to grey. He glanced at his feet. Only a moment ago, he had been standing on a carpet of bluebells. The illusion had been beautiful – a reminder of Welby Wood in its heyday. The silver birches were long gone of course, likewise the flowers they had once shaded. And now the more numerous hornbeams were under attack.


    Vincent removed his tri-D glasses and pushed one hand against the rear wall of the chamber, which swung upwards with a hiss. The phone was still ringing, indicative of an unusually persistent caller. Most likely it was the project monitor, who would doubtless repeat her previous warnings about overspending the equipment budget. It was usual for Karl to handle such calls, but he had chosen to go to the pub for lunch with the other members of the team.


    The videophone was hidden beneath a broken display screen that someone had deposited on the workbench.


    'Vincent Cornell here,' he said.


    To his surprise, he found himself staring at Rachael's face. She had never phoned him at work before. Her wide-eyed expression made it clear that she was scared of something.


    'Vincent . . . I need . . . your help.' Her words were punctuated by painful-sounding gasps.


    'What's the problem?'


    'My inhaler . . . I can't breathe!'


    'Where are you, Rachael?'


    But he had guessed that already. Two weeks earlier, he had warned her not to enter Welby Wood until the Blight was eradicated. Evidently she had ignored his advice.


    'Help me!'


    'Rachael, you must tell me exactly where—'


    Before he could finish, his view of Rachael's face was replaced by a blur of clouds and treetops. Then the image blanked out.


    'Rachael, are you alright?'


    Faint crackling sounds emerged from the speaker.


    'Rachael, can you hear me?


    There was no reply.


    'Rachael?'


    Fearing the worst, Vincent broke the connection and phoned the emergency services.


    

    ~


    Vincent rubbed a forefinger around the inside of his collar. For some obscure reason he had felt compelled to dress more smartly than usual. Unfortunately, his wool-mix jacket was too heavy for the sticky warmth that pervaded Denbigh Ward's reception area.


    The nearest door opened, revealing a woman whom Vincent almost mistook for Rachael. She had the same auburn hair and skinny physique, but the prominent lines on her forehead indicated that she was several years older. He introduced himself, trying not to sound apologetic.


    'Good morning, Vincent,' she said in return. There was a reserved quality to the greeting, as if his suitability was being assessed. 'I'm Josie Warren – Rachael's sister.'


    'It's good to meet you, Josie.' He offered his hand in greeting. Her handshake was as firm as her expression.


    'Do you know what to expect when you see Rachael?'


    Vincent shook his head, not knowing what to say. On the two occasions he had tried to visit Rachael the ward sister had turned him away, claiming that she was not well enough to receive visitors. Whenever he phoned, what little information he received had only served to heighten his anxiety. Finally, after four weeks, he had received a phone-call from Josie. Two speed cameras had flashed at his car while he drove to the hospital.


    'I'll be candid,' said Josie. 'There isn't a lot more that can be done for Rachael. Ever since her early teens, she has suffered from a wide range of steadily worsening allergies. Dust, pollen, plastics, food additives – you name it, she reacts to it. But thanks to a specially tailored drug regime, she has been able to cope. Until last month, that is. Because those spores she ingested in Welby Wood induced an allergic response so severe it shut down her immune system. Permanently, according to her consultant.'


    Muttering under his breath, Vincent cursed the anonymous gene-hacker who had let loose this new form of the Blight. Five years ago, during the first outbreak, Rachael had been living in Kentucky. This time, tragically, there would be no sanctuary for her.


    'Surely there must be some kind of gene therapy that would help?'


    Josie shook her head. 'The doctors have tried everything.'


    'But there must be something!'


    'I'm sorry Vincent, really I am. If we sealed Rachael inside an isolation chamber she might survive indefinitely. But both of us know she would never consent to that. She's too much of a free spirit.'


    Vincent realised that he could not deny Josie's prognosis, even though her apparent composure made him feel numb. He wanted to cry, to scream, to rage at the unfairness of it all, but Josie's presence made him bottle up his emotions. All he could do was nod.


    'One last thing, Vincent.' Josie was staring into his eyes now, as if hoping to impose her will by hypnotism. 'Rachael can be very demanding, never more so than now. Please don't make any promises that you can't keep.'


    'I'll be careful.'


    'Just remember what I said.'


    Josie pushed open the door to Rachael's room. A strong draught wafted past Vincent, as if even the air conditioning system had been programmed to resist his admittance. But the scene within made him smile.


    Digital wallpaper displayed images of an immaculate lawn bordered by elegant, varicoloured shrubs, with steps leading down to a fishpond covered with water lilies. Above Vincent's head, cumulus clouds sailed across a vista of pale blue infinity. From hidden speakers came a medley of birdsong. The illusion of standing in an English country garden was surprisingly convincing.


    Rachael was dozing in her wheelchair. Behind her, a blossom-laden apple tree gave the illusion of shade. Josie patted Vincent's forearm, as if to reinforce the briefing he had just received.


    As soon as the door clicked shut, Vincent sat down on the edge of the bed and waited for Rachael to wake. Less than a minute had passed when she smacked her lips and mumbled something unintelligible. She blinked at him repeatedly, as if the real world was harder to focus on than any daydream.


    'Hello Vincent,' she whispered. 'It's good to see you again.' She tugged her dressing gown around her body, in a charming if gauche attempt at modesty. The effort seemed to drain her of energy.


    He reached over and patted her forearm, unconsciously mimicking Josie. 'Thanks for inviting me, Rachael. I've really missed you.'


    Rachael smiled. 'Well, you're here now . . . which is all that matters . . . . Anyway, how've you been?'


    'I'm very well.'


    He tried to come up with some small talk, but soon found himself faltering. Rachael seemed unimpressed with his efforts.


    'Has a fox . . . stolen your tongue?'


    Before Vincent could reply, she reached for the oxygen mask that dangled next to the wheelchair. To him, it seemed that her vitality was wheezing away with each hard-won breath.


    'Rachael, why didn't you phone for an ambulance? Calling me instead, that was . . . .' He was going to say 'stupid', but he looked into her eyes and shook his head instead. The truth was that the delay had made little difference.


    Rachael seemed to think so too. Ignoring his question, she steered the wheelchair around him, intent on inspecting a flock of butterflies that fluttered above a buddleia bush. Vincent followed her across the room, powerless to resist her undertow. He stood by her side and studied the simulation. One of the red admirals was struggling amongst the blooms, having lost a wing.


    'Poor thing,' said Rachael. 'Not long for this world.'


    Vincent stared into the distance, too choked to say anything.


    Rachael tugged at his hand. 'I need your help.'


    'I'll do anything for you, Rachael,' he said. 'Anything at all.'


    'I want you . . . to take me back . . . to Welby Wood . . . for one final walk . . . .'


    Vincent turned away, unable to maintain eye contact any longer. He knew that his offer was reckless. Even if Rachael were fit enough to walk, which he doubted, Welby Wood was out of bounds for the foreseeable future.


    'I can do it!'


    Rachael's tone was so insistent that Vincent felt compelled to turn and face her gaze. Blinking back tears, he watched in astonishment as she heaved herself out of the wheelchair. He held out his arms for support, but she shook her head. She managed half-a-dozen steps before collapsing onto the bed.


    As he tucked the bedclothes around her, he said, 'Maybe in a few days. If you can build up your strength up a bit.'


    Vincent knew he had told a lie; knew too that he had responded to Rachael's request in exactly the way Josie had warned against. Even so, he felt no guilt. It was Rachael's wishes that mattered, not her sister's desire to supervise the process of dying. And even a forlorn hope was better than none.


    As he sat by Rachael's side, he found himself recalling his father's terminal illness, a decade earlier. Throughout those last few pain-wracked months, William Cornell had tried to organise a final trip to his beloved France, to bid farewell to the country he loved. Each night, he had fallen asleep with his passport tucked under his pillow, convinced that his family was trying to frustrate his plans. He must have known he was too weak to make the journey, but his determination to give his life a fitting end had moved Vincent deeply.


    As he pondered Rachael's request again, it occurred to him that there might be a solution after all.


    'Don't worry, Rachael,' he said. 'We will find a way.'


    ~


    Vincent swore under his breath as he watched Karl pace around the laboratory. The engineer seemed determined to stamp his indecision into the concrete floor, applying scientific rigour to a matter that required a simple 'yes' or 'no'.


    'What's the problem, Karl? We could do this so easily, with minimal impact on the budget. And it's not as if we can do any fieldwork at the moment, with Welby Wood under quarantine.'


    Karl came to a halt by the rear wall of the visualisation chamber. He began stroking his moustache with his fingers, a quirk that generally preceded a decision.


    'I have strong misgivings about your proposal. If our 'friend' at HQ ever discovers what we are up to . . . .'


    'She won't,' Vincent insisted.


    'How can you be so sure?'


    Vincent sighed; he was well aware that his argument was based more on emotion than logic.


    'Look, even if she did find out, we could tell her we were testing Virtual Welby Wood to determine its suitability for disabled users. That's a worthy goal, surely?'


    The engineer grunted but said nothing.


    'You will help Rachael, won't you?'


    Karl groomed his moustache some more before acquiescing. Vincent patted him on the back and returned to his workstation.


    As Karl had doubtless surmised, there was a great deal of work still to be done.


    ~


    Vincent felt a chill in his stomach as he watched Rachael steer her wheelchair into the laboratory. Earlier that morning, Josie had told him that her sister had only weeks to live.


    After a breath so deep it sent a shudder through her entire body, Rachael pulled the oxygen mask from her face. To Vincent, the skin below seemed as fragile as a leaf that had succumbed to the Blight.


    'So this . . . is where


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/SofEGlowedFig.jpg
Sons of the Earth

and other stories

Vaughan Stanger






