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Western Nevada, 2021

Wearing the light, airy dress and the white leather thong sandals she liked to wear for Mitch’s little day trips and weekend explorations, 63 year old Millie Greyson leaned against the white four by four post on the left corner of the porch. A light breeze moved east to west, causing her long grey-brown hair to caress her face and her dress to tickle her legs a little. 

After she moved her hair back over her ear with the fingernails of her right hand, she crossed her arms were crossed over her chest again, and not only against the unusual cool of the morning. 

It wasn’t supposed to get this cold in the desert anyway, was it? At least that’s what Mitch told her when he announced a few days after his 66th birthday almost a year ago that he wanted to move to Reno. It was a mayor move, halfway across the country.

But it made perfect sense, he said. It would be almost like back in the pioneer days, he said, when men would move to better their situation and send for their wives later. 

Then he grinned that grin. 

Other than his startlingly blue eyes, that grin was the best feature on her husband’s face. And that was not a low hurdle. His face was jam-packed with good features. So when he flashed that grin, she really had no defense. He said, “We’re a team, see. I’ll drive out and find us a place to live, and in the meantime you can get the house ready to sell and get it on the market. And it won’t be long, Millie. Somebody’ll snatch this place up in half a heartbeat.”

And she had agreed. Really, there was nothing left to talk about at that point anyway. 

They’d been over all of it in the weeks preceding his departure. And for Mitch, “all of it” consisted of only three points, which he would count off on his splayed fingers at a moment’s notice: One, their only child, a daughter who seemingly wanted nothing to do with them beyond tuition for college, had graduated Purdue. Two, Mitch had retired from Grumman Indiana so he was “free at last.” And three—well, really there was no three. For three, he would touch the tip of his ring finger and then grin. That meant it was simply time to go. And once Mitch had decided it was time to go, there was no changing his mind.

She didn’t really want to change his mind anyway. She looked forward to escaping the wet, frigid Indiana winters and the hot, humid summers. And from what she’d heard, there were very few tornados in the west either. Besides, the few times she’d put her foot down during their thirty-two years of marriage, she hated herself for erasing that beautiful grin. 

But Mitch wasn’t only good looking. He was as caring as he was handsome. He never forgot their anniversary, or even the anniversary of their first date or their first kiss. He never forgot her birthday either. In fact, he’d turned that into a seven-day annual event. Every year he bought her seven gifts and gave her one each day, each better than the last. 

His shoulders were still broad too, though they were maybe a little more rounded than they were all those years ago. And his waist was a little thicker than it used to be. But he was still all man, and he still cared enough to want to show off for her. Still, he wasn’t as young as he used to be, so she kept watch over him.

She frowned again as he hefted the two plastic former milk containers into the back floorboard of the pink and white ’57 Chevy. He had a perfectly good, practically new 2021 four wheel drive Ford F-150 pickup parked alongside the garage. He could even load the water containers on the floorboard of the truck without having to stoop. It was raised that far from the ground. But ever thoughtful, he’d even installed a permanent step on the passenger side for her.

She finally said, “Mitch, are you sure you don’t want to just take the pickup?”

Still bent forward as he placed the containers on the floorboard of the Chevy, he straightened and grinned that grin. His polo shirt with the tiny alligator on the left breast matched his eyes and was separated from the darker blue of his jeans by a wide, brown-leather belt. “I’m sure. I told you, no off-roading this time. Besides, the Chevy is a lot more romantic, isn’t it?” He paused, then grinned that grin and wiggled his eyebrows. “It even has a back seat if you catch my drift.” 

Millie laughed in spite of herself. “Mind your manners, you old buzzard.” She hesitated, then said, “Are you sure there won’t be any hiking? Maybe I should repack and include jeans and sneakers.”

He closed the door on the car and turned to her, that grin still in place. “Nope, no hiking this time.” 

He said that despite the fact he was wearing his brown lace-up “combat” boots. But then, he always wore those. He’d probably wear them with his pajamas if she’d let him. 

“We’re just going window shopping this time.” 

Window shopping. That’s what he called it when they just drove and looked. “We won’t have time for all of that anyway.” He arched his eyebrows. “Unless you want to maybe stay longer?”

“No, up and back with an overnight in a good hotel is fine with me.”

As he started across the yard, he grinned again. “So are we about out of here or what?”

She tapped a pink duffel with the toe of her right shoe and grinned back at him. “Here’s mine. I guess we’re only waiting on my old man.”

He laughed and leapt up on the porch, foregoing the stairs, then caught her around the waist just as she tried to spin away. “I’ll show you who’s an old man. C’mere, you.” Grinning. Eyebrows wiggling.

She laughed and pushed at his hands, then gave him a quick peck on the lips and leaned her head back. “Go get packed, Mr. Man.”

“Oh, all right,” he said, feigning disappointment, then swung the screen door wide and stepped through. “If I have to.” He laughed at he went down the hall.

She followed him. “Do you need help with—” 

But as she reached the bedroom door, he straightened from bending over the floor of the closet and held a black duffel out in front of him. “Tada!” He grinned. “I packed yesterday while you were at the grocery, pretty girl. Let’s go.” 

She barely had enough time to turn sideways before he strode past her.
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The trip was long—almost 5 hours one way—and Mitch didn’t like to talk when he was driving. 

So when they were in the car and on the road at last, Millie lapsed into her own thoughts. At first, she considered the contraption they were riding in. The Chevy was a solid-steel tank, unlike the new pickup sitting idle back at the house. And true enough, the car was “solid,” as Mitch said. 

But it didn’t have airbags or shoulder belts and the dashboard was metal and the windows probably weren’t even safety glass and how far from the back bumper was the gas tank mounted anyway? The whole thing was much more of a death trap than a conveyance. And on top of everything else, one annoying coiled spring pressed constantly against the right cheek of her backside.

But Mitch liked the car, so Millie didn’t say anything. She glanced over at him. He really was a romantic.

When she was through complaining in her own mind about the car and admiring her husband, she glanced out the passenger side window. It really was beautiful here, in an austere kind of way. What appeared from the road to be flat land was actually crisscrossed with gullies and washes and arroyos, and the whole place looked as if it had been the scene of a rock fight among giants. And apparently some of them had chosen to throw spiny cactuses and those tall, gangly looking Joshua Trees instead.

Back in the day, Mitch had said Indiana was always either “all green” or “all white,” depending on the season. But really, she had to admit he was right. 

But when they’d first moved out here, all Millie could see where browns and tans, and she made a point of telling him that. 

Mitch only laughed and said that was the direct effect of air conditioning on her eyes. “You can only see browns and tans when you’re being air-conditioned.” 

And as it turned out, he was right about that too. When they started hiking and getting out in the desert and she started looking more closely, she saw reds and greens and blues and every color in between. And she slowly fell in love with the desert.

This is the place that even taught her finally what the songwriter meant when he spoke of “purple mountains’ majesty.” And the sunrises! And the sunsets! Finally she understood what the old western cowboy philosopher Wes Crowley had meant when he said, “If you see the sun rise and the sun set, it’s a good day. What happens in between is up to you.”

Unlike Millie, Mitch was from the west originally. He used to tell people he was “born in New Mexico, seasoned in Texas, and baked in Arizona,” so he was “done.” Then he’d grin that infectious grin and they’d all crack up.

And whereas Millie had always been a homebody, Mitch was more of an explorer. Once they’d settled into their new house—a transition for which Mitch generously allotted two months—he insisted they take either a day trip or a two-day trip twice a month to visit the local ghost towns and other points of interest. Well, regional, not local. Hence the occasional overnight stays. 

In addition to suggesting the trips, Mitch always planned whatever activities they would engage in when they got there. Sometimes they’d hike. Sometimes he would stop the truck just long enough to get Millie to pose in front of some broken-down old something. Then he’d snap a picture of her with his expensive Nikon and they’d jump back into the truck and head off to the next location. The broken-down old somethings ranged from an old windmill alongside a stone stock tank to adobe ruins to a former frontier jail or whatever else caught his attention. 

Sometimes he even had her pose at the entrance of an old gold or silver mine. Millie was nervous around them. There were almost always massive bits of rusted old machinery about, and for some reason the gaping maw of a mine gave her the willies. But she was always careful to pose outside the mine, usually pointing with one hand toward the entrance, so she was never in any real danger.

Mitch, on the other hand, had an affinity for those gaping holes in the ground for some reason. Hence the current “window shopping” trip to the small mining community of Cave Creek.

Well, it had started out as a mining community in the late 1880s. Today, it was a modern town with all the amenities, and more of a bedroom community for affluent types who worked in Las Vegas. That and a tourist destination. When Mitch had first suggested the trip, Millie looked up the town online and she was duly impressed. 

The town had all the requisite fast-food joints, but it also had several good restaurants, a top-rated 18-hole golf course, and several lounges. At least a few of those had live bands that catered to their mostly middle-aged clientele. Millie could hardly wait to see whether she could talk Mitch into taking her dancing. 

But the bonus that really pushed Cave Creek over the top was a particularly attractive sparkling jewel: the 5-star Golden Dream Hotel. Well, and casino, naturally, but Millie wasn’t concerned about that. It was Nevada, after all, though neither she nor Mitch were gamblers. So she agreed to the trip if they could make it an overnighter and stay in the Golden Dream.

Mitch had that patented grin loaded up and ready, and he’d quickly agreed. “Already booked it, baby. Top floor, plus it overlooks Main Street. Look slightly to the right you can watch the sun come up, and slightly to the left you can watch it head off to bed.”

Yes, her Mitch was quite the guy.
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Western Nevada, 2256

At the Vertical Take-Off and Landing (VTOL) spaceport outside of Cave Creek, 46 year old Steven Parsons, dressed in white athletic shoes, a loose blue shirt and matching shorts, followed his co-equal life partner (COLP) toward the ramp of their brand new chromium VTOL craft. His brown, conservatively cut hair whipped in the breeze. The early afternoon sun was high in the sky, just a little past the zenith, and the day was hot, approaching 110 degrees. 

Ahead of him and dressed in similar shoes but with tan shorts and a turquoise blouse, 42 year old Calypso Palmer stepped onto the ramp. Strands of her long blond hair that had escaped her ponytail played about her ears. Steven place his thin left hand on the small of her back to help guide her up the ramp. His shirt, untucked, billowed a bit in the light breeze. 

They’d purchased their new VTOL almost three years earlier in 2253, but they hadn’t been allowed to take delivery until today. Only yesterday the stodgy, bothersome city council had finally verified that both parties had completed their VTOL training requirements and accumulated at least sixty hours of experience flying VTOL craft. Then and only then had the council stippled the Parsons/Palmer application and released the company to deliver the craft to them. 

But even with a quicker validation process, they wouldn’t have been able to take delivery much sooner. The company churned out VTOL craft one after another after another to a tune of around a thousand per month and twelve thousand per year. But they made only six of the very special chromium edition crafts each year. And the Palmer/Parsons application was number 18 since the company had announced they would manufacture the craft just over three years ago.

Steven had heard the announcement first and directed Calypso’s attention to it. Then with a sharp intake of breath, he’d gestured like a two year old child might gesture at a newly fallen leaf that landed on his shoe. “What do you think, my love? Do we deserve such a prestigious self-gift?”

And her face had split into a wide grin. “Of course! We’ve worked long hours and accomplished much. Let’s reward ourselves!”

And together—as all thing were accomplished in the world now—they had made application and sealed it with the print of their right thumb.

They did all of that within minutes of Steven’s having first viewed the announcement, yet their application was the eighteenth received and verified.

But the day was here at last, and Steven, especially (but secretly) wanted to see what the new VTOL would do. One advantage of the chromium was that the vehicle was significantly less affected by drag. It could reach speeds other VTOL fliers could only dream of. At least that was the rumor, but Steven was eager to find out for himself.

As Calypso reached the top of the short ramp, she glanced back. “Just remember the slips. Better to keep the speed to a rational level until we’ve crossed the barrier.”

The barrier was a circle that extended from Cave Creek, the epicenter, for thirty miles all around. Inside that barrier, slips or portals opened and closed between dimensions without warning. And if you flew through one, there was no guarantee you could ever get back to your timeline. The slip might open again and it might not. And even if it did, it might open onto an entirely different timeline than the one you left behind.

But Calypso needn’t have reminded him. Even at a careful, rational speed of 120 miles per hour, they would have time to avoid any slips that suddenly opened before them and easily cross the barrier in no more than seven and one-half minutes. The plodding pace was a small price to pay for safety. And once they’d left the barrier behind, they could ascend to a safe altitude and punch it.

As Calypso turned left and went to assume her seat, Steven turned back, pressed the side rail that would secure the ramp, then went to join her.

For this flight, they had flipped a coin. Calypso had won the toss and graciously called for the copilot seat to the right. 

Steven sat down in the left seat and shrugged into his harness, then grinned over at Calypso. “Ready?”

She smiled, something akin to pride in her large blue eyes. “Take her up, Captain.”

The ship was controlled with a combination of physical controls and the pilot’s thoughts, with the latter taking priority. Anyone with any flight experience at all could control the craft mechanically. In theory. If the pilot could shut off his mind while doing so. That was the difficult part of learning to fly a VTOL craft, and especially a chromium VTOL craft: learning to think only intentional thoughts and learning to smoothly combine those thoughts with actions.

Steven engaged the magnetic drive, easily hovered to the spaceport minimum clearance of forty feet above ground, and moved at an agonizingly slow speed of sixty miles per hour out of the space port. That first boundary crossed, he increased their speed to a more than reasonable 80 miles per hour, then 90, and at last they were cruising along. 

Calypso smiled over at him. “I’m glad to see you’re being careful. And you’ve chosen east?”

He glanced over at her. “Yes, for the maiden voyage, I thought we’d go east if that’s all right. We can make the mountain range at the other side of the valley our finish line.”

Calypso was pleased with his choice and his reasoning. Flying over the valley that lay to the east was always a pleasurable experience. Even when the green, verdant valley with its crisscrossing roads and fields and shiny barn roofs and white houses was flashing by directly below them too fast to see, the view to the front would be magnificent for the few seconds it would probably take them to reach the ponderosa-pine covered mountains on the other side. She glanced over at him. “That would be an excellent initial test, Steve. But again, don’t forget the—” 

He grinned at her. “The slips. I know, and it’s fine, really. That’s another reason I chose east. The main reason, really. The demarcation line is so bold to the east. The Vegas Highway will be our starting line.” The Vegas Highway—called Highway 95 on older maps in the museum—lay just beyond the 30 mile border on the east.

Calypso looked back to the front. Already she could see the thin ribbon of asphalt that marked the Vegas Highway and the beautiful green valley beyond. Yes, it would be an excellent test.

Steven looked back to the front through the wide, special-polymer windshield, settled back in his seat and enjoyed the ride. And for a moment, let his thoughts wander.

And one of them was how fast the thing would go.
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Western Nevada, 2021

Soon after they turned off the highway onto the smaller road that would take them to Cave Creek, a sign with reflective black letters on a white background read Cave Creek: 30 miles. 

On her side of the car Millie had admired the scenery, worked three crossword puzzles to their conclusion, and admired the scenery some more. She’d also squeezed in a short nap or two. She was awakened from the latest of those by the motion of the car, slowing, turning, and then jostling a bit as it rattled over a cattle guard and then bumped down onto the much older asphalt surface. 

She looked out through the windshield. Now the road was only two lanes, narrow yellow stripes flashing and disappearing under the car as Mitch accelerated. Scrub mesquite and creosote and the stately clumps of yellow grass grew right up to the edge of the road. Here and there small sandbars had blown across. 

Through the passenger side window again, the brown and tan dirt and sand was punctuated with rocks and the green spiked balls and tall yellow stems of yucca, topped with depleted, empty bells.

She turned back to the windshield view. The surface was still asphalt, but much older asphalt. More of a blue-grey than black. It was pitted only occasionally with potholes, but it often bulged with black tar patches, and narrow black tar lines continually crisscrossed it in odd spider web patterns that were meant to fill cracks. 

When she’d first moved to the desert she’d found the tar patches amusing. Anytime her window was down in the summer, which wasn’t very often, she could hear the tar bubbles popping under the tires. The people back home in Indiana would never believe it.

Mitch noticed she was awake and glanced over at her, complete with a grin, of course. “Hey you,” he said. “Welcome back. According to the sign back there, we should have only about 28 miles to go. So a half-hour from now you’ll get to check out the Golden Dome.”

She glanced at him, smiled. “Golden Dream.”

“Huh?”

Her smile broadened. “It’s the Golden Dream Hotel, not Golden Dome.”

He chuckled and nodded. “Oh, right! Golden Dream. As in dreaming of gold.” He paused. “Y’know, unlike a lot of the mines in Nevada, which were all about silver, most of the ones near Cave Creek were gold mines.” As he spoke, he pressed the gas pedal a little harder. “And the prospectors did most of their work with picks and shovels.” He glanced at her. “Can you believe that? And not the really high-grade steel picks and shovels we have now, but—”

“Thank you, professor.” She smiled again, then reached across the seat and patted him on the thigh. 

He grinned again. “Sorry. I’m just excited.” He gestured toward the windshield with his right hand. “I mean it’s all right up there! Just another—” He glanced at the odometer. ”I make it 18 miles.”

As she turned her head to look through the windshield again, she said, “I know you’re excited, dear. And it’s all ri—” Her eyes grew wide. “Mitch! What’s that?”

“Shit!”

Directly ahead of them was a shiny chrome—something. It looked like a disc, but stretched out vertically, as if on its edge. It was hovering a few feet off the ground and closing fast.

Mitch’s knuckles went white on the steering wheel as he jerked it hard to the right. The car flew across the jagged asphalt shoulder, then up over a mound of dirt with a family of yuccas growing out of it. Pain fired through both wrists and both elbows and up into his shoulders. 

In a strange kind of frame-by-frame motion, Millie saw the yuccas plainly. Three young toddler yucca plants, their green-spiked bases not a foot wide, seemed to hold hands, forming an arc on the slope of the mound in front of two larger ones. Both of those stood about four feet tall, their bases over two feet wide, their bells trembling in the wind. Or with fear? 
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