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      Connie Abbott thought she was prepared for a visit to the wide-open spaces of Nevada when she left Illinois a few days ago.

      She wasn’t much the bragging type, but her gardening skills and knowledge of plants were top-notch. A little bit of formal training, and a whole heck of a lot of experience with parents and grandparents who adored growing anything they could manage to coax out of the soil had built up quite the plant and soil encyclopedia in her mind.

      One that only showed signs of increasing as her forties made the smooth transition into her fifties.

      So the chance to explore how such an amazing variety of plants not only survived but thrived in such a dry, windy, and hot climate? Oh hell yes, please!

      The big problem—as far as she could tell—was Connie had apparently overlooked some underreported aspect of preparing herself mentally.

      Because the open desert a few miles outside of the bustling little retirement town of Cave Creek was seriously starting to freak her out, late-April explosion of colorful wildflowers or not.

      She tried to focus on the vibrant patches of orange, pink, yellow, and white, reminding herself how lucky it was that her visit coincided with a strong springtime bloom. The idea of the showy display being so unpredictable here, changing year by year, delighted her, especially compared to the glorious but dependable seasonal blooms back home.

      Here a stand of reddish flowers that looked like brushes on upright stems, heavily attended by several kinds of bees in various shades of yellow and black. There a low-lying blanket of what looked like miniature white daisies with yellow centers. A pale green cactus with limbs like thick paddles, with decadent, lustrous pink flowers that would have been at home in a tropical paradise.

      The simple lack of any kind of tree kept her feeling disoriented, with not a single one of the palm trees around Las Vegas or back in Cave Creek visible. The tallest plants were the barely chest-high, spindly creosote bushes, with their tiny pale green leaves giving off a pungent, earthy aroma.

      Connie was delighted at seeing so many of the lovely flowers in the wild after studying photographs and specimens online and in person. She and her wife Ava had spent a couple of days in Las Vegas on the way out, most of it avoiding the lights and noise and crowds of the Strip. Of all the museums and exhibits and other hidden gems Ava uncovered, Connie had quite predictably adored the botanical gardens and a huge nature preserve the most.

      She’d set out not long after sunrise, Midwestern winter-pale skin carefully covered by a delightfully floppy pink hat, light gray pants and a long-sleeved shirt, all with sunscreen built right in. Backpack armed with heavy duty sunscreen she used on her face and hands just in case, extra water bottles, and a couple of the plant and insect identification books she’d bought in Vegas.

      Ava had laughed and shaken her head, with her normal affectionate words about marrying the modern-day equivalent of an intrepid Victorian explorer. She usually joined Connie on her outdoor adventures on their trips, and admitted how much getting to know the landscape added to the experience.

      This time she was stuck at the Golden Dream Hotel on emergency work calls in between talking to the staff at her father’s new retirement community home.

      Connie had secretly welcomed the chance to traipse about on her own without having to explain things or worry about Ava getting bored.

      At first.

      She’d barely walked out of sight of her rental car, making sure to stay on the official trails so she wouldn’t disturb anything, before she felt creepy little prickles all along her arms and legs, and even across her scalp under her sunhat.

      She stopped yet again on the narrow trail—carefully kept clear and marked with little blazes of green paint on the rocks—to turn in a slow circle to try to figure out what the heck was bothering her.

      Nothing unusual in sight, or at least nothing unexpected. For a woman who’d spent her whole life in the middle of the rainy, rich, and fertile farm belt, once she looked beyond the incredible wildflowers, the landscape was shockingly brown and tan and orange to her eyes. She couldn’t pretend to not see the rocks and boulders and sand and distant mountains.

      And the dust. So much dust!

      It hadn’t been nearly as noticeable in Vegas, barely an hour away. Of course they’d spent almost that whole visit indoors, and in a very nice hotel that earned them a ton of travel reward points. Not exactly the sort of place that would tolerate dirt of any kind.

      The hotel here in Cave Creek showed signs of staying remarkably neat and clean as well.

      And the lovely apartment where Ava’s dad had chosen to live out his life after visiting several times and falling in love with the town? The most spotless of all.

      But out here, where Connie couldn’t see the road or any of Cave Creek’s collection of condos, houses, restaurants, and shops, or indeed any sign of human habitation aside from the markings on the rocks, dust clearly ruled everything it encountered.

      Connie felt it digging into the skin between her fingers, tickling her nose and throat. It coated her eyes no matter how many times she blinked, and it somehow managed to get into her braided brown hair under the gigantic hat. She felt a layer of grit inside her tall socks and between her toes.

      She had no doubt she’d be attempting to wash the pervasive tan menace out of her sinuses with her neti pot all week long.

      Besides the dust, she couldn’t get over the eerie quiet. Aside from a fitful breeze that plotted and schemed and considered how to apply more dust to every last inch of her body, she couldn’t hear a thing besides the faint crunch of her footsteps.

      Even so early in the season in Illinois, she would be hearing birds singing and calling, not to mention the constant drone of cars passing. The muted roar of airplanes heading for the big airport in St. Louis, the Air Force base, or a bunch of local airports. Neighborhood kids already impatient for summer vacation with the first warm day. Dogs barking, the slightest breeze rustling through all the budding leaves and flowers. Often the patter and roar of rain that kept everything so green and thick and lush.

      The desert had a stark beauty for certain, with unmistakable layers of rock and rolling hills, all standing out sharp and gorgeous against the dark blue sky. But even without the pervasive feeling of strangeness all around her, it was a harsh, alien landscape.

      She knew civilization wasn’t all that far away. In the highly unlikely event the brand new rental car had trouble, the walk back into town would be unpleasant for sure, but doable. Probably not in high summer when the temperature soared, even compared to hot and humid Illinois, and she’d rather not try it. The high of seventy-four today wouldn’t be horrible.

      Connie resisted the urge to bring her smartphone out yet again to make sure she still wasn’t getting any signal. At the moment it was a remarkably expensive digital camera, holding the dozens of plant photos she’d already taken on this trip.

      She turned herself out toward her personal undiscovered country and kept going.

      After just a few minutes, she stopped, hands on her hips, raising her nose to scent the air like a good hound dog. She’d tried to pretend she’d imagined it earlier, but now she’d smelled it too many times.

      A campfire, clear as anything, with something that had to be meat roasting. And now...horses, as if she’d wandered into a sensory recreation of an Old West movie.

      But she’d never seen any old rancher or cowboy movie that featured an enticingly sweet scent, much more like a lilac than anything that should be growing out here.

      And yet again, just like that, the odd smells disappeared.

      “Okay, Connie, you’re freaking yourself out,” she muttered under her breath. “Maybe you’re dehydrated, having some kind of sensory hallucination.”

      She kept walking, twisting the lid off the metal water bottle she carried and draining it in several long swallows. She’d only left the hotel about an hour ago, not nearly long enough to pretend to be tired. And she wasn’t about to try to explain to her no-nonsense wife why she’d come right back instead of giving Ava the time she needed to deal with work.

      It was bad enough that they were bugging her on a family visit/vacation.

      Connie refused to add to the stress.

      She’d just walk this little three-mile loop, take a bunch more photos with her signal-less cell phone, and then go back when she could claim wanting to get out of the sun before it got too hot.

      One of her oldest tricks to stop fretting and enjoy herself on a day like this kicked in at last: cataloging the things she recognized. Letting the pattern recognition engine inside her head work as it added more images and memories to her mental plant database.

      Desert gold, with yellow leaves and a matching puffy center. Desert dandelion, a more sturdy, tougher-looking version of the one that loved to invade thick green lawns back east. The desert five-spot with a rounded pink cup and five red spots inside.

      Then Connie saw a pattern out of the corner of her eye that didn’t fit in with all the rest.

      A bunch of several flowers a few feet off the trail, nearly up to her waist, with trumpet-like blooms around a central stalk. The flowers were various shades of blue, from pale robin’s egg to nearly indigo. That color was unusual from everything else she could see, and so were the wavy green leaves outlined in white.

      Not an unknown flower by any means, not to someone who studied before a trip as much as Connie did. But seeing it out here in the wild was most unlikely in the twenty-first century.

      The full-color illustration at the nature preserve had caught her attention enough that she knew exactly what she was looking at. She kept an eye on her footing to make sure she didn’t mash any of the low-lying flowers as she took a few steps closer.

      The sweet-smelling Blue Majestic Beardtongue had been extinct since the gold mining boom before World War I. Something to do with its very specific pollinator getting killed by toxic mine water, and breaking the flower’s life cycle.

      Just then a low thrumming hum sounded beside Connie’s left ear.

      She turned her head slowly, not sure if she’d believe what she saw with her own eyes until she saw it.

      A huge moth, as long as her index finger, floating in the air like a hummingbird. And not the usual gray or brown, either. This one was a pale, almost fluorescent green, like one of the massive luna moths she sometimes spotted at home.

      But no one had spotted a Green Majestic Desert Hummingbird moth for over a hundred years. Not outside of museum exhibits and books.

      Connie tried not to breathe as the moth settled onto one of the blue flowers and pushed itself inside. She slipped her phone out of her pocket and got several photos, then caught a video of the moth backing out, covered in bright yellow pollen.

      It hummed away, leaving Connie standing with her jaw dropped.

      “That did not just happen,” she whispered.

      She stepped back and took several more photos of the scattered flowers, noticing how they sat in an odd half-circle angled out away from the trail. Not another one as far as she could see.

      A drop of sweat running into her eye got Connie’s attention, and she realized she’d been standing there for quite a while. Even the relatively mild heat of the winter desert sun pounded on her shoulders and back.

      Now it was perfectly reasonable for her to head back to Cave Creek, and to convince Ava to come right back out here. Once both of them saw the impossible flowers—and hopefully the impossible moth pollinator—she’d feel a lot more comfortable reporting what she’d seen.

      Maybe she had actually discovered the last specimens of a long-lost and absolutely beautiful flower. Talk about an adventure!

      Wishing once again for even a single bar of signal so she could better mark her place, Connie turned in a slow circle, snapping several images to mark the spot. The trail bending sharply off to the right. A low outcrop of orange rocks. A big cluster of creosote bushes, looking very much like a desert fairy ring with an empty spot in the middle, where she knew the original plant had once grown before seeding the clones that outlived it.

      As she turned to continue the loop and head back into town, she ignored the whisper of campfire smoke in the air.
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      By the time Connie finally got back to the trail, the sun had risen
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