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​Chapter 1: Modern Day Monotony

​
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Joe Campbell sits in his office cubicle like a sore thumb jammed in a stapler, all hunched and twitchy behind the manufactured privacy walls at Pinnacle Insurance. Nothing says corporate servitude like grey felt, fake-wood desktops, and the whine of the ancient ventilation system, but Joe’s corner goes the extra mile. He’s wallpapered it in sepia and gunmetal: laminated photos of Tombstone’s deadliest line the panels, a battered printout of Wyatt Earp’s rules of gunfighting lords over his monitor, and next to the monitor, perched with the solemnity of an altar piece, is a pewter-plated miniature Colt Peacemaker.

Every morning, Joe straightens the Colt on its stand, dusts it with the same reverence others reserve for religious relics, and lets his thumb spin the fake cylinder. He checks that the “ammo”—brass .45 dummy rounds—is loaded, then sets it down, satisfying a routine only he seems to appreciate.

On the rare mornings when it rains, the building’s fluorescent lights develop a high-pitched whine that makes Joe’s fillings ache. Today’s forecast is suffering, and the hum is joined by the early-morning clatter of office drones in heat. His email inbox flickers to life. Fifty-two unread. Most are spam, some are flagged “URGENT” by a supervisor with a talent for abuse of the caps lock key. Joe clicks and skims. Quarterly action items. Expanded health coverage that costs more. Potluck sign-up. A “reminder” about last week’s “mandatory” cross-functional team-building scavenger hunt, which Joe skipped with the help of a forged doctor’s note and his mother’s talent for weepy phone acting.

TPS report: blank.

“Updating now,” he mutters, even though no one is listening.

Except maybe the vent duct above, which hisses like a rattler with lung issues.

A shadow falls across his desk. It’s Coworker #1, all beard and bad cologne, holding a mug that reads “WORLD’S OKAYEST DAD.”

Coworker #1 pokes at the Colt. “Nice toy, Tex. Planning to overthrow Accounting?”

Joe slides the Colt away with two fingers. “It’s a replica.”

Coworker #1 grins, and it’s all molars and Midwestern condescension. “Gotta be careful with that kind of thing. HR doesn’t like when people fetishize violence.” He air-quotes “fetishize.” Joe, as always, comes up with a comeback about eight seconds too late, after the man has lumbered off.

Somewhere, a landline phone rings three times, coughs, and dies. The seconds tick slow and syrupy. Joe does not so much answer emails as he shoots them, a rapid-fire assault on the delete key. His cubicle is a trench in a war no one notices. At 9:14 a.m., he gets a message from his supervisor, Helen, subject line: “Need a word. -H”

Helen appears in the opening of his cube a moment later, arms folded, the universal language of middle management.

“Joe,” she says, “we need to have a conversation about personal effects in the workplace.”

He stiffens. “The gun stays. It’s legal. I checked.”

She sighs. “Not about that. Well, not only that. Listen, you’ve been here what, seven years? Eight?”

“Six and a half,” he says.

“And in all that time, do you know how many birthday cakes you’ve signed?”

Joe blinks. “Three?”

“Zero, Joe. It’s not a competition, but it’s noticeable. Try to be a little less... ‘off the grid’?” Helen makes jazz hands at the phrase, then gives him a thin smile and leaves, taking his dignity in her wake.

He watches her go, then picks up his mug. It says “COFFEE—STRONGER THAN THE WILL TO LIVE.”

Emails. Reports. More emails. Lunchtime on the west coast might as well be midnight in Ohio. Around him, the open-plan office pulses with the dopamine of pop-up notifications and Slack memes, but Joe’s attention is locked to the clock above the printer, which is currently jammed and blinking a single angry light. Forty-one minutes to go.

Coworker #2 swings by: young, manicured, blue hair shaved into a geometric pattern.

She waggles a paper at him. “Need your sig on this, Joseph. And no funny business.”

He reads the page. “You know this is just a reprint of last month’s?”

She shrugs. “Not my circus, not my monkeys.”

“Not even monkeys would work here,” Joe mutters, but he signs anyway.

Blue Hair bends over his monitor, reading his wanted poster. “Billy the Kid, huh? What’s with the obsession?”

Joe stares at the screen, fighting the urge to sweat. “It’s historical. The West was the last place a man could make his own law.”

Blue Hair looks at him, genuinely confused. “You know there are easier ways to quit.”

She’s gone before he can say he doesn’t want to quit. Or maybe he does, but that’s between him and the voice in his head that sounds like a pack of dying coyotes.

By 10:45 a.m., the urge to flee is so strong Joe can taste copper. He drums his fingers against the mousepad in patterns of six—double tap, half-beat, double tap again. His daydreams get louder, more insistent: the click of spurs, the smell of gun oil, the tight-lipped respect of men who said less and did more. In that world, no one called you “Tex” unless you earned it.

But here comes Coworker #3, armed with the Monday bagels and a look that says, “I’ve already judged you.”

She gestures at the Colt. “Does it shoot real bullets?”

He considers lying, but the risk is too high. “No. Just caps.”

“Shame. We could use some excitement around here.”

He smiles, which is more than he’s done in a week. “Maybe next quarter.”

She actually laughs, a raspy thing that dies quick, and drops a bagel on his desk—cinnamon raisin, his least favorite. He doesn’t correct her.

The clock chugs toward noon. Joe can’t shake the feeling he’s living in a purgatory for the mildly disappointing, his only crime a refusal to adapt. He picks up the Colt and points it at the screen, thumb on the hammer. He mouths “draw” and fakes a shootout with an invisible enemy. The motion is fast, practiced, cleaner than his signature.

He holsters the toy in a pencil cup and leans back, fingers crossed over his belly.

Forty seconds until lunch. It’s the longest forty seconds of his life.

At the dot, he stands, pockets the mug, and escapes down the corridor, leaving behind the little slice of Tombstone he’s built in the middle of this corporate wasteland.

​

The basement is off-limits to everyone but Facilities, but Joe figures that rules apply less when you have seniority and even less when your hands shake from being caged all morning. The stairwell to sublevel one is lit by a single flickering bulb, the kind of light that makes everyone look like a suspect. He lingers outside the door, listening for the muffled rumble of the HVAC. Satisfied, he slips in, closing the fireproof door with a click that echoes like a shot.

It’s a time capsule down here—banks of unloved servers blinking their morse code, the taste of recycled air sharp in his nose. But the real treasure is the abandoned break room: two folding chairs, a bucket with a mummified mop, and, nailed to the far wall, a section of drywall so riddled with staple holes and thumbtack wounds that it might as well be a bullet-ridden barn.

He props his lunch sack—a greasy brown bag with a single, limp ham sandwich—on the table, then kneels to unzip his backpack. Out comes the real show: his six-shooter. Replica, technically. Weighted like the real thing, built by some hobbyist lunatic in the Czech Republic, with an action as smooth as a fresh divorce.

He straps on his thrift-store bandolier (sharpie-colored black, the silver paint already flecking off the buckles) and breathes in deep. The transformation is instant: his spine straightens, his jaw tightens, his fingers stop their nervous, staccato tics. He walks the length of the basement with the slow, deliberate confidence of a man who has nothing left to lose and intends to take it out on the world.

Facing the wall, Joe sets his feet shoulder-width, flexes his knees, and lets his left hand hover an inch above the holster. He counts off a beat in his head. His arm snaps down, grip true, and the gun clears leather in a blur. Thumb cocks the hammer; index finger finds the trigger. He sights down the barrel at a peeling corporate “MISSION STATEMENT” poster stapled to the drywall and dry-fires—crack!—the hammer falls with a metallic bite.

He spins the revolver and re-holsters, repeating the ritual. Ten times, twenty. Every movement sanded down by years of compulsion. He mutters to himself, piecing together imaginary dialogues:

“You sure you wanna do this, partner?”

“Didn’t come down here for the weather.”

“Your move, asshole.”

With every draw, the office, the cubicles, the buzz of passive-aggressive emails—all of it bleeds away. The musty chill is now a Nevada morning, the glow of the overhead bulb becomes pure, hot sunlight. Joe squares off against a succession of mythic villains: Black Bart, the faceless bandit from that one Gunsmoke episode, Helen from HR with her clipboard raised like a shield.

His breathing slows. Each shot, a meditation. Every draw is a wordless fuck-you to everything that keeps him boxed up, neutered, safe.

He barely registers the footsteps behind him—heavy, off-beat, the universal cadence of a man carrying something he doesn’t want to drop. Joe holsters and turns, heart rabbiting, only to find the building’s night janitor standing there. The man is unshaven and thirty pounds past his prime, holding a mop like a polearm.

“You’re not supposed to be down here,” says the janitor. Voice like sandpaper. “Liability issue.”

Joe freezes, the revolver cold against his palm. “Just... stretching my legs. Lunch break.”

The janitor’s gaze lands on the gun, then moves to Joe’s face. He doesn’t seem surprised, just tired. “You know that’s not real, right?”

Joe nods, heat rising up his neck. “Replica. Hobby.”

Janitor grunts. “Had a cousin like you. Painted war on weekends, desk job all week. Got a divorce, moved to Texas. Never heard from him again.”

They stand in the hum and dust, a micro-eternity of men with nothing in common except the shared desire not to be here. Janitor shrugs, moves past, and starts pushing his mop in slow, half-hearted arcs.

Joe re-holsters and sits on the folding chair, sandwich unopened. The rush of outlaw glory drains from his blood and he’s back to being the guy who can’t sign a birthday card or finish an email without second-guessing every sentence.

He watches the janitor work, then tosses the sandwich in the trash and heads upstairs, boots echoing hollow on the linoleum. Back to the cubicles. Back to the clock.

He’s already counting the hours until tomorrow’s draw.

​

Rush hour in the strip mall district is the closest thing this city gets to a cattle drive. Joe steers his battered Civic past liquor stores, payday lenders, and vape shops until he sees the battered sign: “Frontier Arms Indoor Range—Walk-ins Welcome.” He parks in the farthest space, then checks the trunk—habit, not paranoia. The Glock 19 case is exactly where he left it, flanked by a field-stripped AR-15 and a tackle box full of .223. The air inside smells like fried chicken and burnt rubber, with a note of solvent on the finish.

He walks in, nods at the woman behind the counter. She nods back, never once asking for his name or membership. He’s the quiet type. The one who brings his own targets and tapes them up without a word.

Joe claims Lane 7 and sets up. First the foam earplugs, then the neon pink muffs that came free with a mail-order holster. He unlocks the Glock and checks it three times, even though he knows the thing like he knows his own birthday—better, probably.

The world condenses. There’s just him, the weapon, and the lane—a battered stretch of turf, pockmarked with brass and pulverized by the ghosts of ten thousand rounds. He tapes up a new target: silhouette of a snarling outlaw, straight out of a spaghetti Western.

First shot: clean, loud, a sledgehammer jolt up the arm. The slide cycles and the casing spits left. He breathes. Lines up another. The pattern emerges after five: center-mass, center-mass, one just left of sternum, two clipped the heart. He smiles. The only place he ever hits the mark.

Next to him, a pair of guys in hunting camo and goatees—Range Bros—are loading magazines and talking shit. Every third word is “tactical” or “Delta” or “three-gun.” Joe wonders if either one has ever seen a living animal bleed. They shoot like stormtroopers, rounds smacking the border of the target or missing it entirely. After the second magazine, they notice Joe’s grouping and get loud about it.

“Dude!” Range Bro #1 says, leaning over the divider. “That’s tight. You run matches, or what?”

Joe shakes his head, face flushing. “Just... practice.”

Range Bro #2 says, “No way. That’s like, sniper good.”

He shrugs. “It’s just breathing and not thinking.”

They laugh, the easy, barking laugh of men in their element. “We’re buying you a beer after. Non-negotiable.”

Joe half-smiles, says, “Maybe next time,” and lines up another shot.

Twenty rounds later, a bell rings behind the counter and everyone reloads for the next hour block. Range Bro #1 slaps Joe on the back—harder than is strictly friendly, but not quite hostile. “You ever want to come out for practical night, we could use a ringer.” He means it, but Joe can’t think of anything worse than spending an evening explaining himself to strangers, so he just nods and promises to check the website.

The owner, a leathery old man with a limp and a voice like sandpaper, comes by to sweep brass. He glances at Joe’s target and does a little eyebrow raise, like he’s seen something worth noting.

“Back again?” says the owner. Not a question.

“Yeah,” says Joe.

The old man looks down at the AR in Joe’s case. “You keep her clean?”

Joe says, “Strip her every night. Like a prayer.”

The owner grins. “That’s the only way to do it. Tell those jokers on Lane 3 to quit putting brass in the trash, huh?”

Joe nods. “Will do.”

By the end of his hour, the range is loud with the chatter of regulars comparing groups and gear. Joe hangs back, taping up one last target, going slow. The smell of spent powder and coffee cake lingers, sticky and familiar. He packs up, clicks his gear into place, and glances at the Range Bros, who are now deep in conversation about which .45 is “more alpha.”

Outside, the parking lot is dark and still. He sits in his car for a moment, listening to the ringing in his ears, the memory of recoil settling into his bones. He’s pretty sure he doesn’t want the beer or the invitation, but sometimes it’s nice to be noticed for something, even if you don’t want it.

He starts the car and points it homeward, away from the strip malls and the chatter, back to the world that only makes sense with a target and a trigger.

​

Joe’s apartment is a coffin for one, painted the same muted beige as every rental in the county. The walls are hidden by shelves packed with books: histories of the Old West, gunsmithing guides, memoirs of men who did things and shot people for a living. Between them, the clutter of failed hobbies: paintball masks, an antique telegraph, two unbuilt model trains, a tangle of VR headset cables collecting dust on the floor. The kitchen is a galley, half-swallowed by a round table that’s more gun bench than dining surface.

First order of business: dinner. Joe dumps a microwavable burrito on a chipped plate and zaps it, listening to the revolutions and the faint pop from inside. He flips the TV to his usual comfort—black-and-white Westerns, the ones where the violence is clean and the good guy wins even if he gets shot in the gut. Tonight, it’s “Winchester ’73,” the only movie Joe owns on VHS, DVD, and a pirated AVI. The theme song blares, filling the space with something almost like optimism.

He sets the burrito on the coffee table, surrounded by his cleaning gear: brushes, oils, cloths, and three prized pieces. The AR-15—midnight Cerakote finish, a red dot sight, and a custom grip worn shiny by hours of practice. The Glock 19, reliable as sunrise. The Remington 870, which once belonged to his uncle, who said you never need more than one good scattergun, as long as you never let it rust.

He begins the ritual. Field-strip the Glock, barrel out, inspect every inch for wear. Q-tip in the slide rails, rag on the spring, dab of grease on the internals. He works the action, tight and sure. Next, the AR—pop the pins, separate the upper and lower, run the snake down the barrel. Satisfying as cleaning your teeth after a steak dinner.

On the screen, James Stewart stalks an outlaw through a painted canyon, both men bloody and out of bullets. Joe keeps one eye on the duel and one on the cleaning job, the cadence of the TV matching his own: load, rack, click, repeat.

He lays the guns out in front of him, admiring them like a rancher admiring his herd. There’s a weird peace in this, a kind of control that the rest of his life refuses to offer. He wipes a bead of oil from the AR’s receiver, then sits back and chews his dinner.

The movie hits the final showdown. The bad guy has the high ground, a better gun, and nothing to lose. Joe rewrites the scene in his head—he’s there, behind a rock, a modern rifle in his hands. No way a coward with a lever-action gets the drop on him. He can see it: slow breath, reticle on target, smooth squeeze. The outcome is never in doubt.

He says, under his breath, “Things would’ve been different back then.”

He wipes his hands on a rag and reassembles the Glock, the sound of the slide a perfect punctuation. Then he stacks everything away, back into its cases, returns the TV to its default mute, and stares at the empty space in the middle of the room. Maybe, he thinks, next time. Maybe some night the world will offer a target worth aiming at.

But for now, he has the guns, the quiet, and the comfort that comes with being prepared, even if there’s nothing left to fight.
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​Chapter 2: Temporal Displacement

​
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Joe’s boots scrape the crusted edge of a sun-bleached boulder, sloughing off pink dust that tastes like table salt and childhood mouthfuls of dirt. The desert makes him sweat in places he’s never sweat before—under his kneecaps, the skin at the base of his thumbs, even his eyelids, which droop gummy and red from too much exposure. The air out here is some mixture of burnt ozone and sage, with just enough rot to make you feel alive, not embalmed.

He could’ve driven up to the overlook, taken some photos for Mom, texted her a rock formation and called it a win. But today, he’s in no mood for shortcuts. He wants the full trek: the rising ache in the calves, the dehydration headache, the cinematic isolation. If he has a spirit animal, it’s either a horny vulture or a stray dog with nothing to lose.

The canyon doesn’t appear on any tourist map. Joe found it after three hours of Google rabbit holes, some guy’s trip report from 2006 on a survivalist message board. Coordinates were only approximate. He parked the Civic at the end of the last paved road, left it baking in the lot with a note on the dash that read: “If not back by sundown, call the police or my mother.”

He moves through the slot canyon like a ghost with joint pain, all narrow passage and anxious breath. The sides are purest red, arched overhead like the ribcage of a whale. Down here, he’s insulated from everything—the job, the emails, the Monday morning that already feels inevitable. Every step away from the Civic is one less molecule of responsibility.

A skitter of sand—he spins. Nothing but a lizard, a sickly green that clashes with the rusty monotone. The silence is so complete it’s hostile. Joe likes it.

Thirty minutes in, the path cuts upward, threading through a maze of broken rock. At the top, he stops to water a bush, admiring the way the stream paints a wet line down the root. The sun has no chill. He dabs at his forehead with the hem of a T-shirt, checks his Garmin. Only eleven a.m. God help him.

He’s about to climb again when he sees it: a jagged black mouth punched into the canyon wall. The entrance is eye-height and a little wider than Joe’s shoulders. It looks like a bullet wound in rock. He approaches, his hands unconsciously reaching for a sidearm he left in the car because there are no bears in southern Nevada. What’s inside is nothing—at first. Just shadow, sunlit dust motes, a tongue of packed earth leading nowhere.

He’d have kept walking, maybe, except for the marks. Carved into the stone around the hole: dozens of lines and loops, each one a different kind of desperate. Some are almost runes, little attempts at order. Others are pure anger—gouged deeper, the stone chewed ragged by someone’s need to be remembered. Joe traces a line with his thumb, feeling the grit pack under his nail.

Closer inspection reveals a motif. It’s not letters, not language, but it is pattern. And the more he looks, the more it seems like these are tally marks gone deranged—days, years, maybe. Some cluster together, some break away like escapees. The whole thing is a math problem for which only the dead know the answer.

He slides off his pack and leans into the hole, just enough for his eyes to adjust. The air inside is cool, relief laced with the must of ancient mouse shit. He pops his phone out for the flashlight, but the battery’s at three percent—of course. He clicks his watch instead and holds his wrist out like a torch, the faint LCD glow painting blue-green across the walls. The marks continue inside, getting denser, more frantic. Some are less carved and more abraded, like someone scraped at the rock for weeks.

This should set off every warning system he’s got, but instead, Joe feels a twitch of fascination. He enters the cave.

Inside, the sound is zeroed out. Joe creeps forward, using his boot toe as a blind man’s cane. The passage narrows, then flares, and he finds himself in a space not much bigger than his cubicle—except here, the only artifacts are a handful of desiccated sticks and a flat rock at the center, stained dark with something that refuses to be dusted away.

The marks have a logic now. They radiate out from the flat stone, coiling in loops, doubling back. Joe runs his finger along one, and it splits under pressure. Brittle. There’s no way this wasn’t important to someone. He feels a kinship to that someone, whoever spent days or weeks locked in here trying to say “I was here” to a world that doesn’t listen.

He pulls out his water bottle, takes a swig, and pours a capful on the central stone just to see what happens. The water beads and runs, but the stain stays. He shakes his head, then pops the bottle back. He should leave—there’s nothing to gain, and his head is starting to pound.

But when he turns, the ground bucks under his feet.

First comes a popping sound, deep and hollow, like the universe’s knuckles cracking. The cave shakes, stone dust raining into his hair, his mouth, his eyes. Joe tries to stagger back toward the light, but the world shimmies sideways. His left arm slams into a wall, pinballing him into the opposite face. He swears so hard he almost black out on profanity alone.

A boulder drops from the ceiling and pulverizes the exit. Everything goes dark except for the chemical glow of his watch and the flashbang spark of adrenaline in his brain. Joe screams, once, full-throated, and tries to crawl. The ground shudders again, more rock plummeting down. Something clips his shin and he bites into his tongue, blood spiking his tastebuds with copper and panic.

The last thing he sees, before a chunk of stone clips him in the forehead, is his own hand scrabbling at the marks on the wall. Scratching a line of his own.

The last thing he hears is nothing.

He drops, heavy, and the darkness eats him.

​

Joe comes to with his cheek pressed to cold rock, the taste of pennies and spit in his mouth. He blinks but can’t tell the difference—darkness is darkness, absolute and unphased by the wet meat of his eyelids. A ringing in his left ear pulses in sync with his heartbeat. The side of his head throbs in a way that promises tomorrow’s headache has already paid the cover charge and is getting shitfaced at the bar.

His first thought: did the rockfall break the display on his watch? The LCD glows faintly against the inside of his arm, tracing the veins in his wrist like a child’s nightlight. Second thought: is he dead? He tries a breath, gets a lungful of stale air mixed with dust and the faint rot of ancient animal shit. The exhale comes out ragged and mostly curse.

Third thought: the goddamn guns.

His hands move before his brain does, finding the backpack half-smashed beneath him. The zipper is jammed, but a solid yank frees it. He feels for the Glock first—still holstered, still solid, the way a brick would feel if a brick promised to make you less anxious about the unknown. He racks it, checks the chamber, and grins through the iron taste in his mouth. The AR-15 case is next, hard shell scratched but hinges unbusted. The Remington tactical is slung over the pack, as always. Joe would rather lose a limb than his hardware, and for a second, it’s almost funny: if he died down here, his ghost would haunt the world with a full three-gun set.

He pushes upright, squinting, and tries to gauge the damage. Left arm stings where a chunk of rock grazed him, but the jacket took most of it. His jeans are scuffed and crusted with some mixture of dirt and dried blood, but nothing flops or dangles in ways that scream “compound fracture.” Just another day at the range, minus the range.

The cave is different. The smooth-walled slot he remembers crawling in has been reamed out—more oval, less square, as if the last ten feet got melted and then quick-set by some cosmic pothole filler. He shuffles sideways, each motion loosing a drizzle of grit from his scalp. He spits again, then checks his water bottle—only a quarter left. He’s angry at himself for not saving more, but anger is good. Anger is focus.

He flashes his watch around the cave, triangulating the best shot at exit. The collapse sealed off what used to be the entrance, but there’s light—a weird, bruised orange—leaking in from a spot to his right. He coughs, hoists the pack, and starts crawling. Every move sends pinpricks of glass pain through his forehead. At the lip of the opening, he stops, jams a thumb at the raw, scabbed line over his eyebrow, and gets a sense of the blood situation. Not as bad as it feels. The scab flakes off on his sleeve, and he blinks the sting out of his left eye.

He ducks and squeezes, the cave getting tighter, then suddenly—he’s out, stumbling forward and squinting against a surge of raw, abusive sunlight. It’s not the soft, reasonable glow of Nevada morning. It’s a goddamn oven blast, like the sun doubled down out of spite.

He shades his eyes, trying to reorient. But the world in front of him is not the canyon. No walls. No parking lot, no trailhead, no asphalt scar. Just flat. An unbroken wasteland of dry, dirt-colored brush stretching in all directions. Here and there, cactus stands form mutant clumps, some twice his height and all of them decorated with fist-sized thorns. The air is so empty it makes his ears pop.

Joe’s first coherent words: “What the fuck. No, really. What the actual fuck?”

He turns a slow circle, expecting to see the canyon rim or, at minimum, some familiar notch of land. Nothing. The cave he just exited is now a tangle of stone and dirt, more animal burrow than human-visited hideout. He looks back, as if half-expecting to see himself still inside.

He checks his phone, more on reflex than hope. The screen is dead, cracked. He’s almost impressed: some people want to go off-grid, but Joe, apparently, got sent to a grid that never existed.

He does inventory, quick and military: backpack (one half-crushed sandwich, one water bottle, two protein bars, two boxes of 9mm rounds, the field-stripped AR, and a knockoff multitool), all the guns and ammo, plus a bandana, a Bic lighter, and a half-spent Advil bottle. No cell signal, no compass, and not even a piece of junk mail to write a suicide note on. But he’s alive, pissed off, and only half concussed. That’s a win.

The next ten minutes, he moves by inertia. Pick a direction (west, because why not), keep low, and try not to pass out from the sun. Sweat pours off his scalp, stings the cut, drips down into his collar and soaks the patch on his back that still says “Hello, my name is Regret.”

The further he walks, the weirder it gets. Every mile is the same: the land never changes. The sky is big, close, an unending blue smeared with heat. Nothing but wind and the distant buzz of insects, the kind you only hear on Animal Planet because nothing this dry should support life. No plane contrails, no distant hum of a highway, no towers or poles or remnants of civilization. Just an angry wilderness that didn’t get the memo about the twenty-first century.

He’s halfway to delirious when he sees the tracks: two thin, parallel grooves cut through the brush, the work of something wheeled and primitive. They run due north, straight and dumb, and for a moment Joe is too tired to process. Then it hits—wagon ruts. Real ones. He laughs, because it’s so on-the-nose that it nearly redeems the universe’s total lack of originality.

He kneels and runs a hand over the rut, as if tactile confirmation will make it less weird. The dirt is packed, scored with old splits from heat and rain cycles. The only thing fresher is a sprig of blue-gray weed crushed under the path, not even wilted yet. Maybe an hour old.

He follows. Because what else? If you’re hallucinating, you might as well go all in.

The land bakes, then shudders underfoot. He staggers, sees a brief double-image of the horizon, then steadies himself. Just the aftershock, or maybe the Advil already wore off. Doesn’t matter.

After a while, the tracks get clearer. He sees, off in the distance, a clutch of movement—a blob of color breaking the horizon’s tyranny. Maybe a half-mile out. He licks the inside of his teeth, which taste like rust and sugar-free gum, and pushes forward.

At the crest of a shallow hill, he stops. The scene below is so stupid, so aggressively out of place, he almost walks right back down into the hole he came from.

There, lumbering along the track, is a covered wagon. Canvas top, wood wheels, drawn by a pair of animals so skeletal they look like something a fifth-grader would sketch in detention. There’s a man walking alongside, wearing what appears to be a tan shirt, pants that might be burlap, and a hat that only a Civil War reenactor or complete asshole would willingly wear.

Joe drops to a knee, instinctively scanning for threats. His hand ghosts the Glock. The man with the wagon is alone, maybe armed with a stick. Or a rifle, but Joe doubts it’s functional at this distance.

He considers his options, which are:

- Approach, hope for the best, and try not to sound like an escaped mental patient.

- Hide, starve, and maybe die of thirst before anyone finds him.

Joe weighs these for a full ten seconds, then mutters, “Fuck it. Why not,” and begins the long, hot walk toward the most on-the-nose hallucination of his life.

He adjusts the pack, pulls the bandana up over his brow, and steps out into the sun. Each footfall kicks up a puff of pink dust. The world makes even less sense with every step, but the one thing Joe knows how to do is keep moving forward.

That, and shoot if he has to.

​

Joe closes the distance to the wagon slow, boots sinking into dust so fine it coats his socks from the inside out. The wagon’s creak is audible before he’s within a football field, every turn of the wheels announcing “anachronism” louder than the AR-15 case on his back. He half expects the man walking beside it to vanish in a heat shimmer, or to reveal himself as a fellow LARP victim. Instead, as Joe approaches, the man turns, tips his hat in a way that feels more “calculated for effect” than sincere, and freezes.

If Joe’s look says “accidental time tourist,” the wagon guy’s says “suspicious subsistence farmer.” Brown beard, shirt bleached the color of bone, hands that could strangle a mule. There’s a gunbelt, but the holster’s empty.

The man stares at Joe’s getup. The moisture-wicking poly, the Nike swoosh, the digital watch. The GoRuck pack and the absurd, tactical baby-blue muffs he wore for sun protection. He clocks the Glock, the case, the unfamiliar patterns, and his jaw hangs open for a half-beat.

Joe tries the universal approach: he raises both hands, palms forward, then points at himself. “Hi. Joe.”

Nothing. The man eyes the pistol but doesn’t step back. Joe tries again, “I’m not here to rob you. Just lost.”

The guy’s accent is from nowhere and everywhere at once. “Ain’t never seen a rig like that. Y’one of them government men?”

Joe shakes his head. “No government. I... hit my head. Lost my group.” It’s easier than trying to explain existential displacement to a ghost or a fever dream.

The man glances up and down the trail, scanning for backup. “You got a pass?” he asks.

“A pass?”

“To be here.” Now the man’s voice drops, sly. “Most fellers don’t hike alone. You got a permit?”

Joe tries to laugh, but the air is too dry and it comes out as a single wheeze. “No permit. No map. Just—” He gestures helplessly, then decides to just keep walking.

He moves past the wagon, feeling the man’s eyes bore through the back of his neck. The trail splits, so Joe picks the fork that looks more traveled. The sun is a barefaced liar, already angling west, promising coolness and then breaking the promise with more heat.

Two hundred yards up, he finds the sign: three planks nailed to a post, each letter burned in by hand. “Redemption Creek – 2 mi.” The words are so precisely wrong, so perfectly the set-dressing of some spaghetti Western, that Joe almost checks for cameras. He looks down at himself, at the AR case, the sweat-stained tech shirt, and the fact that he’s only a mile out from total dehydration.

He actually laughs this time. It hurts his head, but it feels right.

He takes inventory again, because if he’s in a hallucination, at least it’s a methodical one: the Glock is loaded, the AR still safe, the bandana soaked but unbowed. He’s got a single granola bar left, and the last of the water is going to taste like warm piss, but it’ll get him through.

There is no sound except wind, and maybe the memory of his own boots. The land is flat for half a mile, then starts to roll in lazy, drunken hills. The dirt is so dry it cracks like old teeth, the only green is an invasive weed with spikes like little railroad ties.

At the top of the next rise, he looks back. The wagon is still crawling along, the man staring at him as if he’s a one-man locust plague. Joe wonders what he looks like from a distance—modern, foreign, a threat? A time traveler with bad luck and worse taste in pants?

He shrugs it off. The only way forward is, as always, forward.

He makes the two miles in less than an hour, which is about five times the speed the world deserves right now. At the edge of the settlement—because it’s not a town, it’s barely a cluster—he slows, cautious. The buildings are a joke. Sheds and shanties, with the one “real” structure being a church squatting next to a dry creek. He sees movement: a kid running barefoot, a woman in a sack dress hanging laundry. He sees two men working a saw in perfect, mindless rhythm. They notice him, but only just.

At the threshold, he stops. Dust plumes around his ankles. He looks down, again, at the clothes, the watch, the hardware. He
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