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Welcome, Reader, to another collection of portals! While Lands of Wonder always introduces you to one of my series, this volume is slightly different. It was mostly born out of prompts, either photographic or written, and includes a couple of time travel stories.

You shall start with those: A Rosy Future and Through the Magic Door are time travel stories. The latter had as prompt "Three time travelers walk into..." and I considered making it an episodic novel, but later gave up the idea. Although you never know, one day I might write more!

Crow's Nest started as the medieval version of Otherside, and turned into a completely different kind of adventure. I may go back to this particular medieval world, but not anytime soon.

Magic Limericks came out a couple of visual prompts which I made for a photomanipulation contest. One had the ladies going to the castle at night, the other had the good witch and the bad witch with the limericks. It was also one of the challenge stories I wrote during the first three months of 2023, along with Game Over – a visual prompt that I called "Deadly Schoolgirl".

Stay tuned (or look for, if you stumble upon this in the future) for Lands of Destiny, the third collection of portal stories out in 2024! Happy reading!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A Rosy Future


[image: ]


March 29, 1891

Cave Creek, Nevada

Laura headed for the cemetery at the back of the church after mass, ignoring the pitying stares of her neighbors. She shivered in spite of the warm air and wrapped her dark shawl tighter around her shoulders.

She coughed, an echo of Jack's last days. Doctor Palmer was very busy treating lung ailments in the booming mining town, and he couldn't always save his patients. The stamp mill had to operate as a dry mill, which spread toxic dust throughout the area.

They all breathed the dust created by the dry stamping process, which meant a high incidence of miner's consumption and diseases which often ended in death, as in Jack's case. He wasn't the first, and wouldn't be the last.

Laura walked through the crosses and tombstones in a daze. The sun was high and hot, and she should be sweating in her black dress, but she still felt feverish. Consumption would probably take her too very soon.

Born in Turin, Italy, she had reached Ellis Island with her parents at the age of eight. In New York she had met and married Jack Wilkins, a dashingly handsome young man with the sweetest smile and beautiful baby blues. It had been love at first sight. She'd been twenty-one, he'd been twenty-three.

They had decided to go west, following the gold and silver rushes, and ending up in Cave Creek, among the first settlers. And now, after two years, they hadn't become rich and he was dead. Soon she'd be dead too, probably. Jack and Laura had gambled their future, and they had lost.

She knelt on the dusty ground and caressed Jack's name on the tombstone. 1866-1891. Such sad dates. Who would take care of burying her next to him? Dr. Palmer, probably. His wife Nettie would probably say a few words. The doctor's wife was always so nice to everybody.

Again she coughed and looked around at the other men and women buried around her beloved husband, holding her shawl tight. She sighed and glared up at the sky, full of those invisible particles that were killing her.

Children shouted playfully, and called each other from the main street in front of the church's entrance. None of them was hers, unfortunately. She had miscarried a couple of times, and now Jack was gone... When her letter reached her siblings on the east coast, she would probably be dead too.

She kissed the tip of her fingertips and again caressed Jack's name on the tombstone. She rose and turned her back on the final resting place of her beloved, slowly heading back for the main street and her empty timber house.

She walked as fast as she could, avoiding eye contact and barely nodding in greeting. When she left the main street and the Easter crowd behind, she slowed down a little, already out of breath, as she headed for the log cabin she had shared with Jack.

A flicker of light to her left startled her. It was as if a door had opened onto the path that led to her cabin, and beyond she saw Jack wearing strange clothes, stopping in front of an equally strange, shiny wagon.

"Jack!" She ran to him as he was about to climb into the strange machine.

He looked surprised to see her, and she stopped dead in her tracks when she realized her surroundings had changed. The sounds of voices were the same, but the horses and wagons were gone.

The air smelled different as she inhaled it. The horse manure was gone, and she didn't see any livestock wandering the main street, no longer a dusty, raw-earth road, but a smooth gray artery with no traces of wheels or footsteps, upon which horseless carriages of various sizes moved silently.

Sun-kissed shiny buildings that looked as if they were made of glass. Huge weird windmills had sprouted on the mountains at the back of the town, where the dry mill used to be. Her log home had become a two-story house with glass panes, built in strange materials. Even the street lights looked different.

Where the hell was she? What had happened to the timber cabins of Cave Creek? What was that weird vehicle Jack was about to climb into? It looked like a big white egg lying down, with four wheels of a strange material. The egg itself must be some kind of metal, and she couldn't stare at it for too long because the sun reflecting on it hurt her eyes.

"Ma'am, are you all right?" Jack asked, sounding worried.

"Yes, I..." She felt dizzy. What was going on? She fainted.

***
[image: ]


March 29, 2031

Cave Creek, Nevada

Jack left the house and pulled out his phone to call an autonomous car. He loved how life had turned out for him, although there was a sad note to it.

When he had arrived in Cave Creek three years earlier to visit his grandparents who had retired here, he had been smitten with the cozy little smart-town in a valley of the Nevada Desert. An hour from Vegas, the home to about eight thousand over-sixties was fully autonomous thanks to the wind turbines that powered the whole town.

The IoT network had reduced building energy consumption by managing room usage, lighting and temperature in public buildings. The hospital was almost completely automated between surgical robots and AIs, and 6G sustained the data-driven society enabled by artificial intelligence, with near-instant wireless connectivity. Impossible Foods – that developed plant-based substitutes for meat products – and 3D-printed edible dishes kept everybody fed with some fresh produce grown in an automated greenhouse.

The smart-house had been attuned to his grandparents, constantly monitoring their health and keeping the building at the right temperature at all times. It was a nice two-story home, with a guest bedroom that had become Jack's room, and a kitchen with all the most modern appliances.

From the Class of 2020, Jack had been born in an uncertain time and grown up through the Great Recession and Financial Crisis. Because of the pandemic, he didn't get to walk across a stage or take a girl to the prom, and he opted to forgo college, wary of collecting student debt he couldn't pay back.

At twenty-nine, he was still unmarried and didn't feel pressured to get hitched. In fact he had come to visit his grandparents after his breakup with his longtime girlfriend, and had stayed because he felt more useful in Cave Creek than in New York City, where he'd been born and had grown up.

Automatization and de-globalization, as well as the pandemic, had brought tremendous change in the job market, with people working from home or remotely. Old jobs had vanished, new jobs had emerged, some had rapidly changed and vanished as well.

Jack had switched jobs three times already, but his struggle against irrelevance in the job market had ended when he had reached Cave Creek. As one of the youngest inhabitants, he was everybody's grandson, a walker/talker who kept the elders company, taking the more mobile of them out for walks.

He had started with his grandparents, but soon everybody knew him as a good listener to their stories. They all had plenty of stories about their youth, or the strangeness of Cave Creek.

He had asked Grandpa Jack how they had found this place and why they had chosen it for their retirement years, and thus had learned of a family history nobody spoke about in New York. Apparently one branch of the Wilkins had died here, in Cave Creek, Nevada, and both Grandpa Jack and Jack himself bore the name of the Wilkins who was buried in the old cemetery.

Unfortunately his grandparents had passed away since, dying one day apart, but they had left him their house, the first material possession he had, since he'd been living in rented apartments since he'd left his parents' home.

Unlike the previous generation, he couldn't afford a mortgage, so his grandparents' gift was even more precious. Since they were gone, he had started helping the aging curator of the Cave Creek Historical Center, as well as helping the elderly inhabitants with their online stuff. Less of a walker/talker, more of a physical assistant to the elderly population.

His grandparents had already given him a room with an independent entrance that he could use as an office to help the less technological inhabitants of Cave Creek when he had first arrived. In fact his office was in the garage of the house, since neither his grandparents nor he owned a car.

So now in the mornings he was in his office, ready to help any elder needing assistance, and in the afternoon, when it was too hot to be out, he headed for the Historical Center to help Jane Rosen, the curator.

The automated car stopped in front of him and he was about to climb in when he heard his name being called. A pale woman dressed all in black, seemingly straight out of the pictures he had seen at the Historical Center, ran towards him. He thought he saw a door shimmering closed behind her, but couldn't be certain.

She stopped, wide-eyed, taking in her surroundings. Jack asked her if she was okay, and she fainted right before his eyes. He rushed forward and tried to revive her. She was very pale and gaunt, and Jack decided to take her to the hospital. Could it be heatstroke? She was dressed in black in this heat, even wearing a shawl, it couldn't be good.

He picked her up – she weighed nothing, so thin and frail she was under the long gown – and put her in the car next to him. He put in the hospital address and called Jane to warn her he'd be late.

"This woman popped out of nowhere," he said.

"And she fainted?" Jane asked.

"Yes. I think she's sick, since she's very pale. I'm taking her to the hospital."

The more he looked at the unconscious woman, the more he thought he had seen her somewhere, but couldn't think where. She didn't seem to have microchips, so Jack would have to give his data to register the strange woman.

When the driverless car stopped in front of the hospital's ER entrance, he picked her up again, bride-like, and took her inside, laying her on a stretcher. The nurse registered her as Jane Doe and promised to call him as soon as the
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