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      “Gah!”

      A jolt of pain shot through my back, yanking me awake with a vicious spasm. My head pounded so hard it felt like someone was jackhammering my skull. The sudden flood of blinding light made me squint, I shielded my eyes with a shaky hand. My mouth felt like it was full of sandpaper—and tasted about the same.

      A dry, hoarse “Oh, shit…” escaped my lips. My brain, still foggy from the hangover I’d inflicted on it, started its slow, agonizing reboot. “The bachelor party,” I grumbled as the haze lifted. I remembered it all too well: my buddies hell-bent on getting me blitzed, rounds of shots ordered in rapid succession, bouncing from dive bars to strip clubs that only looked classy after the third drink. I’d partied hard before, but this felt like a new record. Hangovers and all-night benders were par for the course with my guys—funny how it’s always a blast until you wake up wanting to die.

      I pushed myself upright, grit crunching between my teeth as I spat. Blinking, I looked around. The ground wasn’t carpet—it was asphalt. Hot, sunbaked asphalt. It took a second for that to click, and when it did, I swore under my breath and scrambled to my feet. The road scorched my palms the moment I touched it, and I jerked my hands back, cursing a blue streak.

      “What the hell… where am I? Where’s the hotel?”

      I stood there, mid-yawn, mind reeling. I continued to shield my eyes from the merciless sun, I scratched the sweat trickling uncomfortably down my back.

      “Why am I outside?” I grumbled. “It’s fuckin’ hot out here…”

      As I took in my surroundings, confusion twisted tighter in my gut. I looked down at myself: black suit, tie, white shirt stained with what looked like every drink known to man. Wrinkled beyond recognition. “Perfect,” I thought. “This suit’s ruined.”

      I remembered my friends ragging on me for wearing it. They showed up in jerseys and T-shirts, calling me “Wall Street” all night. But I like dressing up when I go out. At least I didn’t look like I was auditioning for a beer commercial. I chuckled weakly, but the humor faded fast.

      “Wait… oh, crap…” I uttered, dread rising. “You sons of bitches… you goddamn sons of bitches! You left me in the desert!”

      The gritty taste in my mouth suddenly made sense. The searing heat. The endless sand. They actually ditched me in the middle of nowhere. Rage bubbled up. I threw my head back and screamed at the empty sky.

      “You fucking assholes!”

      I spent the next minute punching the air and screaming until my voice cracked. Once I calmed down, I realized I shouldn’t have been surprised. My friends loved pranks—like the time they wrapped me in toilet paper and hung me upside-down from a tree at my parents’ house. But this? This was next-level. They’d left me stranded. No water. No food. Just me, the desert, and a hangover from hell. I started to regret coming to Vegas for my “last hurrah.” It was supposed to be a bonding weekend before I tied the knot. Now it looked like it might be my last weekend alive.

      “Oh, no… Jessica!” I slapped my forehead. My fiancée was probably freaking out, picturing me dead in a ditch—or worse, skipping town. And with our wedding happening at five o’clock this afternoon…

      Frantic, I pulled out my phone, thumb shaking as I scrolled to her number. Her smiling face popped up on the screen, making the guilt hit even harder. I’d promised I’d call her first thing this morning. I hit dial.

      “Come on, come on…” I pressed on the phone as it struggled to connect. Then I saw it: No Service. “Crap, crap… double crap!”

      I started pacing in the blazing sun, sweat soaking my shirt. I could practically see Jessica in my mind, arms crossed, foot tapping, preparing to kill me. She was patient—to a point. But missing our wedding day? There’d be no forgiveness for that.

      Fifteen calls later, still no signal. I cursed the cellphone gods, kicked a rock, and stuffed the phone back in my pocket. I needed to find help. Maybe someone would drive by. I glanced down the road—pristine, empty, not a single tire track. No signs, no markings, no life. Just a black ribbon of asphalt vanishing into the shimmering horizon.

      I picked a direction, figuring the sun’s path might lead me somewhere, and started walking. My stomach churned. My tongue felt like sandpaper. I tried wetting my lips with saliva—or what little I had left—but the salt burned like hell. Brilliant move.

      I realized how strange it was that I wasn’t more dehydrated. I should’ve been on the verge of collapse already. Maybe all those buffets yesterday were still fueling me. Or maybe I was too hungover to know how bad it really was.
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      After hours of trudging, my legs gave out. I collapsed, breath ragged. Would anyone come back for me? Or would some trucker find my sunburned corpse lying on the roadside, thumb up, phone clutched in my hand? The sun, which was obscured by endless cloud, blazed overhead. It cast an oppressive heat across the endless sand. No signs of life—no plants, animals, not even bugs. Just emptiness stretching in every direction. The silence was absolute, broken only by the ringing in my ears.

      “Where the hell did you morons leave me?” I grumbled, chucking a rock that skipped across the sand. “This isn’t Nevada. Jesus, I’m dead. Either Jess is going to kill me, or this desert will.”

      I sat cross-legged on the roasting asphalt, I felt despair creeping in. My head drooped. I couldn’t even muster tears; I was too dried out.

      “Fuck me, this is it, isn’t it? I’m really gonna die out here.”

      Then, faintly, I heard something. Voices. Muffled. Distant. My head snapped up. I strained to hear. Could it be real? I scanned the dunes—low, barren, nothing to hide behind. But the voices grew louder as I staggered off the road, hope rising with each shaky step.

      “Hello? Hey! Can anyone hear me?” I screamed out. Silence. I called again. Nothing. Then, I tripped, face planting into the dirt. Pain seared through me. I cursed, pushed myself up, and brushed off the sand.

      When I looked up, my jaw dropped. Where there’d been endless flatness before, hills and mountains now rose against the horizon. Cacti dotted the land. Birds wheeled overhead. It was like the desert had transformed in an instant. I spun back to the road—but it was gone. The smooth blacktop had vanished, replaced by a narrow, dusty path winding through the brush. Rocks and scrub had appeared from nowhere, tripping me with every step.

      My heart pounded. My head spun. I was lost—utterly, impossibly lost in a place that hadn’t existed minutes ago.
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      The shock finally started to wear off after a few minutes, but the truth was undeniable: I was utterly, hopelessly lost. Anyone else might’ve curled up and cried. But I could practically hear my fiancée’s voice in my head—wise and no-nonsense—saying, “You’re not one to panic. You get things done.”

      And she’d be right. I don’t wait for things to happen—I look for every option and push through. I’ve done all kinds of work: technical gigs, back-breaking labor, mind-numbing desk jobs, and even a few that needed more degrees than I had. Not bad for a guy only twenty-seven. But I always seemed to circle back to IT. I guess it’s my fallback—my default skill.

      Either way, standing here scratching my head wasn’t going to solve anything. Trying to find where this stupid road led was wasting precious time. I’d be stuck all day if I kept dithering. Then I heard voices—faint, but close enough to pique my interest. I crept up to a boulder, peeked around it, and spotted them: three men on saddled horses, pistols strapped in leather holsters. Each wore a black hat, dusty brown duster, and spurs that glinted in the sun.

      I almost laughed. They looked exactly like cowboys from old westerns.

      I rubbed my eyes, gave my head a shake, but when I looked again, they were still there—straight out of a spaghetti western.

      “No way,” I muttered, a grin creeping across my face. “Am I on a movie set?”

      Apparently, I’d spoken louder than I thought. All three men turned, hands gripping their holstered guns. The weapons looked legit—polished silver barrels, wooden grips, six-shot cylinders. I realized this wasn’t funny anymore. I raised my hands instinctively and tried to diffuse the situation.

      “Hey there… uh… could you guys tell me how to get back to the Nevada Heights Hotel? I’m a little lost. Actually, my friends ditched me out here as a prank—but that’s beside the point. Any idea how I get back?”

      They exchanged confused looks before focusing on me again, their eyes scanning every inch of my outfit. They snickered, pointing at my tie and shoes. One repeated my words with mocking incredulity.

      “Nevada Heights Hotel? Ain’t heard of any place like that, boy,” the lead cowboy said, nudging his horse closer. “But you sure don’t look like you’re from ‘round these parts.”

      “Look at him,” another scoffed. “Out here dressed like that? I bet he’s a spy for that damn new sheriff.”

      The third cowboy said nothing. He just nodded, drew his gun, and leveled it at my head. The metallic click of the hammer pulling back made my blood run cold. After their laughter died down, the lead cowboy spat in the dirt and glared.

      “Yeah… you look like one of his no-good spies.”

      “What do you think, Hank?” the second cowboy asked
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