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        You’re the most talented writer I know. This book wouldn’t exist without your light.
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      My husband is one of those rare beings who is gifted at everything he touches, not naturally and at times not easily, but even more miraculously, through grit. Sheer bullet-bending will and hard work.

      He has never not been the smartest person in the room, because he chooses intrigue and inquisitiveness over ego. He builds things: plans, ideas, entire worlds, like boundaries and blockades don’t matter.

      There’s always a solution on the horizon. It’s as if resolve and vision are stitched into his DNA. And this book? This hauntingly close to reality fantasy is more of a dissection of purpose in life, purpose in love, and sins of desire. He approaches writing with surgical precision and an artist’s grace.

      To call him talented feels small. The truth is, he’s rare. The kind of rare that doesn’t beg to be patted — it’s happy to exist. I watch him make it all look easy, and it both drives me crazy and fills me with awe. He makes me want to do more and dream bigger. Reach not for stars, but for entire constellations, scooped up like fireflies.

      There’s no one I’d rather keep the party going with. He is my favorite writer. My favorite mind. My favorite human. And this? This is my favorite thing he’s ever made.

      

      —Erica M. Goros

      Co-Founder, DDWP

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      I found an email recently, buried deep in my inbox, sent to my sister in 2009. It contained the beginnings of this book — just fragments, a few raw ideas stitched together in the way only a restless mind can manage. At the time, I had just broken up with my girlfriend and lost my job. But my imagination? It was working overtime.

      Sometimes, stories aren’t ready when we want them to be. They need time. Space. Life to happen first. I think that was the case here.

      I had to meet my wife — a force of nature, a badass B, a beautiful warrior mama — before this book could become what it was meant to be. Not unlike Sloane, she is a fighter, someone who does not bend easily, someone who stands her ground. She has taught me about resilience, about fire, about what it means to hold your own in a world that constantly demands your surrender.

      Lys is also my wife. A beautiful adventurer who challenges Jake to share her wanderlust. Unlike Jake, God has blessed me to live in stable times, and I’m grateful that I don’t have to face the challenges or make the choices that he does.

      Looking back, it’s strange to think that I started writing West of Nowhere before I had truly lived enough to understand it.

      I also stumbled upon an old text document — a collection of images, descriptions, and influences that had shaped my early vision for the book. Almost none of them were set in the future. The wastelands I imagined weren’t inspired by sci-fi novels, but by westerns, war epics, and mythologies.

      I’ve never been a dedicated reader of science fiction — outside of Ray Bradbury, whose ability to blend the poetic with the prophetic has always stayed with me. Maybe that’s why West of Nowhere turned out the way it did — not cleanly dystopian, not purely sci-fi, but something else. Something in-between.

      I hope that the diverse influences behind this novel — classic literature, folk legends, brutal war narratives, and the raw, aching emotions of love and loss — give it a unique spin. I hope it feels lived in, weathered, and possible.

      And most of all, I pray it draws you in.

      Because sometimes, the best stories are the ones that take years to find their way home again.

      –Dustin Lee

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Nothing that God or Satan could inflict would have parted us. You of your own will did it.

        I've not broken your heart, you have broken it. And in breaking it, you've broken mine."

        — Heathcliff

      

      

      
        
        Wuthering Heights

        Emily Brontë

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE OFFICIAL PLAYLIST OF WEST OF NOWHERE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Every story has a sound. These are the songs that echo the people and the places — the stolen moments and the notes that  linger above the sharpened edges of this journey. Save on Spotify to enjoy the full playlist.

      

      

      
        
        West of Nowhere Official Playlist
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      Since he could remember, Jake had been inundated with messages from the dream world. At times he hated it, and it made his anxiety surge with questions about what and why this strong barrage of words, images, and stories kept haunting him.

      At its worst, it felt like a home invasion, taunting him almost every night like clockwork. Driving him to quiet, unconfined madness.

      At best, when he grew exhausted of trying to make sense of it and relaxed into accepting it was just a part of him, the dreams began coming in softer, more inviting, and less invasive. He didn’t feel the rips in reality anymore. The jagged tears of time and space smoothed into gentle parting curtains. Now he could watch them as an observer floating above the scene, not an unwilling hostage strapped to a chair.

      He never told anyone, not even his best friend and love, Lys. She knew everything about him by proxy, but this felt like a private, hidden cemetery in his heart. Some peace, some fear, but not to be shared or passed around like a bar trick.

      The more he put his guard down, the more he felt waking messages mirroring real life. A flash of recognition, a moment of recollection. He hadn’t figured it out and was in the process of deciding what the next step was supposed to be on this spiritual journey when the war came.

      After the bombings, his dreams inched toward nightmares. His connection tapered off, and they seemed to taunt him more than teach or direct him.

      Perhaps there was no room for the ambient energy that peaceful dreams required. The openness he had practiced and grown to welcome, these glimpses seemed snapped closed in survival mode, a vault door.

      He missed feeling centered, being still. Deep down, he felt like a piece of him was missing without this willingness to accept messages from the aether — a phantom limb of his soul that itched but could no longer be scratched.

      The nights in Texas press down like the earth on a long-forgotten coffin. He has not yet died in any of the ways that counted or ended misery. Only survived and scavenged the days waiting.

      There is no mercy in this place. Only a hollow hunger, the stink of unwell and unwashed, and the raw ache of bones that won’t let sleep come.
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      He squinted at the rust stains as if they were constellations against an open West Texas sky. Jake lay flat on his back, staring at the ceiling of the Quonset hut. He spilled out of his cot on all four sides. The heat wrapped around him like a damp blanket, unrelenting. It had to be 90 degrees already; the morning air was suffocating with the smell of soured sweat and caked-on dust. The heat never ceased. It just settled, burrowed into the metal walls, and radiated up from the concrete floors like a breathing creature.

      Fifty or so men lay within the hut, each on an equally narrow bunk two feet apart, their bodies stagnating inside the stillness. The silence was anything but restful — it was coiled, waiting, knowing what came next.

      Jake swallowed hard, his throat coated with dust, feeling his morning dose of anxiety tighten in his stomach, despite his constant self-talk to settle back into his skin, into whatever this life was.

      His feet had not stopped throbbing all night. He rubbed his raw heels together. The skin came away in thick, ruptured blisters, a mixture of blood and sweat coating his toes. His combat boots, at least a size too small, had chewed his feet to shreds. He clenched his jaw, shoving down a sound. It didn’t matter. Nothing did, except making it through another day, and every day he promised just one more. What a fucked way to start each morning.

      Somewhere in the darkness, a murmur of what sounded like a repetitive prayer broke the silence. Jake couldn’t tell where it came from. He was certain God hadn’t been listening to them for a long while.

      The rumors had spread like wildfire. Downtown Austin was gone, flattened, charred, gutted from the inside out. Where the University of Texas Tower had stood, only a stubbed-out base remained, like stump of a fallen tree. The Capital grounds were hollowed. A lonely highway on-ramp to absolutely nowhere hung in the former skyline. Lys’ favorite Tex-Mex restaurant, Guerros, where they had celebrated their engagement, a flattened ruin. The streets were lined with IEDs, left behind like breadcrumbs. Dallas had to be worse. He could see it in his mind’s eye — blood staining the streets, ash two-feet deep, rats feasting on whatever the bombs hadn’t swallowed. Jake clenched his fists, willing himself not to think, not to wretch.

      Lys, his mind whispered at him like a taunt.

      His fiancée Alyssa — the thought of her twisted his already-raw gut, a sharp, sudden pain that had nothing to do with hunger or exhaustion. Where had they taken her? Had she gotten away?

      He dreamed of her almost nightly. Each time, it started as a muffled whisper that he couldn’t make out. Sometimes he could see straight into her eyes, but her mouth was missing, and he could hear her distant screaming from somewhere else.

      He wanted to believe it, but deep down, in the part of his soul that had hardened into something dark, he knew better than to allow hope. She had been captured, and she was likely suffering through a worse hell than he was willing to imagine. He couldn’t let himself go there.

      She had warned him against going back. “Jake, we don’t know what’s left. Texas isn’t the place we left. It isn’t.”

      But he had been so sure that if they could just get home, they’d be safe. That Texas would remain sane, steady, a haven. He could not have been more wrong.

      The country had gone dark after the bombs hit. Not at first. Everyone witnessed with horror and in high definition the destruction of New York City. It was impersonal, of course. They didn’t see mothers and fathers and babies being incinerated in a nuclear holocaust or, worse, experience the horrible pain of those that survived, but at least they knew what was happening.

      When the second bomb hit San Francisco, though, it was lights out. No more TV, electricity, internet. No more football, Netflix, air conditioning, refrigeration. No news, no flights, no noise. All distractions, all comfort, all modernity was evaporated.

      Jake had thought about it beforehand, of course. What he’d do, what they’d pack, where they’d go, he even went so far as to plot off-highway routes… but it was all so implausible, like just a super dark mental exercise.

      And the guilt of survival, the choked-down anxiety of what city could be next — it created a sort of walking fog of paralysis.

      The radio and some satellite coverage came through. And the neighbors banded together to share what they could, both in resources and rumors. But when the days turned into weeks without communication coming back up, the looting went from Walmarts and storefronts to people’s houses, and that’s when things went primal.

      Jake remembered thinking it felt as though he was living a Cormac McCarthy western. For a few weeks, he leaned into feeling like the hero, planning defenses, storing, rationing, and forging. At first, he felt more prepared than most. After all, he knew had to fend for himself. An upbringing in West Texas instilled a cowboy confidence that stuck to his ribs. It was in the way he walked and talked, like he deserved to take up as much space in the room as he needed in any given moment. But that feeling of control and ability ran out too quickly and frantically.

      Survival mode felt absolutely exhausting emotionally and physically. He was not built for this. Jake had known hard labor on the ranch, but this… this was end of world shit.

      All the movies, zombie spoofs, and sci-fi books flashed through his mind. They all seemed super sick now. To have delved into this horror. To have pushed society toward this being an inevitable reality seemed satanic now. He wondered if this new realm they’d landed in was purgatory or progress for some and was there another side, a new normal for anyone?

      He marveled that even now there was still so much he had no fucking clue about. Seemed strange as a grown man, to just not get it. Life. The meaning of life had changed 100 percent. There were no plans, no dreams to chase, no hobbies to invest in. It was all void, unknown. He ached from missing life. His life with Lys. As much as he despised LA, it would be fucking heaven on earth now.

      He had experienced feeling untethered from the world after his mother passed, when he and Lys lived in Austin, but this was everything all at once. This was not the rug being pulled out — this was the disorientation of an earthquake that never stopped.

      Nothing had been uncovered about all the coordinated attacks on the coasts. The army hadn’t been deployed, and local law enforcement was nowhere to be found. They hadn’t fathomed that Texas had actually managed a defensive secession. That they had formed a boundary and patrols to help safeguard the state from whatever unknown terrorist forces were behind the attacks.

      By the time Jake and Lys made it deep enough into Texas to start putting those puzzle pieces together for themselves, they were captured as hostiles. They envisioned a safe haven from the coastal cities, but it was too late. Jake was drafted into this defensive shithole they called the TNA. Lys was taken by them for God knows what to God knows where. But he would find her. He had plans. Hundreds of them. Just not a fully viable one yet.

      The heavy clang of a metal door swinging open sent a jolt through the sea of bodies in a wave, snapping the silence like a gunshot. A heartbeat later, the bellowing began.

      “GET UP, FUCKERS! Get your shiny asses up, now,” the Sarge continued. Jake only knew him as Sergeant Slick Ass, no point in giving these dementors any real space in his brain if he could help it. He tried very hard every day to accept being there in body only and fight the urge of every bone in that body to have a full-on flip out; in which, he was certain his overwhelming rage would shred him into a million pieces like ash in the wind.

      The booming voice echoed again, bouncing off the frame and reverberating deep in his ears.

      Jake lurched upright, his muscles screaming in protest, but his body pushed on through instinct alone. He glanced back at his bunk as he stood, suddenly relieved at how pristine the sheets remained. He had spent half of his free time reinforcing them with duct tape and safety pins, securing every corner, every edge so they would never come loose. Even now, after an entire night of tossing and turning, they were perfect.

      A ridiculous detail, but it kept him slightly saner to focus on something he could actually control. He had been a petroleum engineer in his now-past life; he craved creative solution making. This new regimented existence made him feel handcuffed, like he was living a slow, drawn-out death.

      “BDU’s, motherfuckers!” A different voice roared; this one filled with sadistic glee.

      “You put the cock in cock-a-doodle-doo.”  Jake mumbled, pulling on his uniform and ignoring each fresh wave of pain as his raw feet pressed against the brittle fabric of his socks.

      Around him, the others did the same, each a hollow reflection of himself — broken men going through the motions.

      As he buttoned the front of his shirt, his mind drifted back. Back to the first explosion. Back to the mushroom cloud over Manhattan, the way Lys had instantly started bawling. The way he had grabbed her, held her, promised her it was going to be okay.

      They were both under ten years old when 9-11 happened, but they had heard their parents talking about exactly where they were when the towers fell and what a shock it had been with every passing year.

      But this had not been 9-11. It was the end. The truth was, they had already been doomed by something much bigger than they could comprehend or piece together with rumors and conspiracies. He reached back in his memory to recollect when he first grasped that there was no going back to normal.

      The options seemed limitless. Their journey from LA to Texas was riddled with traumas; he wasn’t sure Lys would ever be able to bury.

      The walls of the Quonset hut shook again under the weight of boots stomping, orders shouted, and the ramblings of men who had long-since stopped caring about their troops. Most of his regiment were there of free will for a fair share because they had no other way of feeding themselves. But some were prisoners, drafted as he had been. None of them friendly, none of them conscious of anything but the orders laid out in front of them.

      This was the worst part of the day; the moment between silence and suffering. Jake clenched his fists and swallowed the lump in his throat, wishing time would stop. One more day. Just one more day.
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      When he saw the sky waft into black, he thought it was a storm. That was before Jake fully comprehended what fire could do to a city.

      Before the bombs, the media blackouts, before the streets of Austin were turned into minefields, he had been a fairly normal guy. He had a job he didn’t hate, a fiancé he sometimes took for granted, a life that, in hindsight, had been obscenely easy, although he tended to be a malcontent. He and Lys had lived in a one-bedroom apartment in downtown LA, cluttered with opened, but unpacked moving boxes and stacks of undealt with mail. It was supposed to just be a stopover before they agreed on something better. A return home or a house in Glendale, maybe.

      They had been something like high school sweethearts, but more than that, childhood confidants. Despite the fact that they were polar opposites, they had always fit like puzzle pieces. And he felt beyond incomplete without her. That’s why he followed her to Austin and why he allowed her to ever convince him LA would be an adventure. She was always drawn to forward momentum.

      After San Fran got hit, people stayed in their homes, clutching their phones, refreshing screens that never loaded, waiting for an update that never came. Then the power grid failed. Grocery stores were stripped in a matter of days, streets filled with people desperate to understand what had happened, and whether another city was next, or better yet, if another state was normal.

      Jake remembered standing on the balcony, looking out at the skyline that had never seemed smaller and more fragile. “Listen, I know what this was to you, and that’s why I came. But it’s time to leave,” he had told Lys. “We need to go home. Get back to Texas. If something happens here, we won’t survive it. And I’m not going to let that happen.”

      She had argued, of course. She sure as shit knew how to do that. Said they should stay put, wait for the government to get things under control. She was trusting like that. She always had faith in the best outcomes, in humanity… faith in faith. Running into the unknown was too risky. It was a long way to Texas, and the city would offer more resources for them and a faster return to normalcy.

      “A world without me is fine,” Jake swept a strand of her blonde hair back behind her ear and then playfully yanked on her ponytail, “But not you, baby. The world needs Alyssa Vaile to keep the sun shining.”

      Then the night came, when they saw it — the rolling fires on the horizon, swelling first black and then deep orange in the midnight sky.

      Within hours, the city was at a new level of fucked: streets choked with abandoned cars, looters beating each other in front of storefronts, the sickening crackle of flames devouring entire blocks.

      That was the night they ran. When they saw what panic did to people, it all happened so fast. It scared the shit out of them. Lys didn’t argue with him. She packed them furiously.

      He paused only when her hand closed around his wrist, a silent plea in her touch. Jake steadied her face in his palms.

      “Think about our grandparent’s journey, they made it through more than this. We’ll be fine on the other side, maybe better.” He remembered believing that once, and he pulled her into an embrace that swallowed any room for doubt.

      Jake handed her a list of things to be sure to pack, while he started loading the car. Fuel was scarce, highways were littered with wreckage, and every small town they passed through felt wrong, like hostile territory boarded and braced to defend, where quaint shopping strips and coffee shops once beckoned.

      What continued to blow their minds as they silently took in images of overturned SUVs, empty shoes, flattened dogs still on leash, and shredded mattresses, was how the situation had devolved in only a matter of weeks.

      They barely made it out of California. It was a savage, anxiety-filled trip to the border. Jake knew they would have to avoid cities at all costs.

      They slept in the car, taking turns keeping watch. Lys took the tire iron, and Jake had an old Luger that his aunt had given him that he had previously kept hidden from her. She would not have approved. Now it was their most prized possession besides their stock-hold of water.

      Lys tried to bring in some normalcy by organizing their medicines, carefully dosing out vitamins, dividing food, and parsing out clean underwear every few days. Jake felt some relief in it too, like they were attending to each other in more primitive ways than their busy, modern lifestyle had ever afforded before.

      He would find a tractor supply for seeds and supplies as soon as he hit Texas. Maybe it would be somewhat stable there, and he wouldn’t have to break in. They’d go back to his family’s ranch outside Marfa, as far away from this shit show as they could get. He had been dreaming of his return to Texas, back to his roots, of living more simply off the grid. Maybe this was an opportunity; he tried to keep the promise of a better future as a mental carrot.

      Their escape from each state to the next felt relentless and perilous. Jake couldn’t really remember the trek. They stayed in a state of fight or flight for weeks; it was fucking exhausting. By the time they reached Texas, their minds were dulled from lack of sleep and their tongues were sharpened from hunger, but they still clung to each other like damp breath.

      That’s how they had always been, since they were too young to know what people meant when they said they were like an old married couple. They always clung to each other despite their differences.

      That’s why it was unimaginable that he allowed them to take her. They outmaneuvered him; they strong-armed him. They took his only constant. He had never felt so desolate. He had never experienced this level of gone.

      Jake had thought it was the military or some kind of emergency relief that rushed toward them. But the men in fatigues had guns aimed at them. Red laser dots found Lys’ forehead and Jake’s chest. He was pulled onto the ground like a rag doll before he had time to react. Jake was a big guy, six-foot-two with a frame like a quarterback, broad-shouldered, solid, but effortlessly athletic. He had never been tossed about.

      From the ground, he stared at their convoy. There was no American flag, no Texas flag or New Mexico insignia. Just a symbol that Jake didn’t recognize, painted onto the side of a repurposed Humvee. Lys’ screams brought him back to the fight. He watched as she bit and kicked against the hands that grabbed at her.

      Jake felt a violent strike crack against his skull just above his ear, and that was that. He would fill in the gaps of what happened next a thousand times, a thousand ways, since that day. Jake hadn’t seen Lys again after that.

      When he woke up, he was in a holding cell for the newly founded, or so he thought, Texas National Army or TNA, wrists bound with zip ties, head pounding from where they had cracked him open. There were others there — men from all over, Louisiana, Oklahoma, some from as far as Chicago. All of them had been “inducted.”

      He had explained to the guards that he was Texas-raised and had only been gone for a few years. He was returning to his family property in Marfa, where his remaining kin lived. They didn’t seem to care.

      No one would tell him what happened to Lys. Most of the men said their families were being protected by the TNA in a safehouse farm outside of San Antonio. But he had also heard rumors of an undisclosed women’s prisoner camp.

      The TNA had been founded as a secessionist movement and pro-Texas independence party. On the surface, they were populated by militia, weekend warriors, and political separatists who believed that the United States had lost its moral authority long ago and that it was too blinded by global entanglements to protect its own people.

      Many state, army, and air guardsmen who weren’t deployed had joined after the attacks to defend the home borders against whoever had perpetrated them.

      And now Texas had seceded. They were not acting as part of the U.S. That much was clear. It wasn’t just Texas defending itself against terrorist threats and any stragglers that wanted in for protection — it was Texas aggressively acting against everyone. Every outsider was considered a threat. And every able-bodied man was tied to this hell-bound servitude and conscripted.

      The jail cell had started with six. Two Asian men joined the jail cell crew a few hours after Jake woke up, but they were removed not fifteen minutes later. The rest of the men rotted for days before being taken. The numbers dwindled down without Jake knowing if they were the lucky ones or if the jail was a safe haven. Soon, only Jake remained.

      After his horrible homecoming reception, Jake couldn’t help but feel like this was the Wild West. There was no due process here. Any resistance was met with swift, merciless consequences. Keep your head down. Follow orders, know your number, or don’t return to see another day.

      Then came the day the zip ties came off, and he was moved from his cage into the Quonset hut. The majority of the men there served dutifully, diligently against any threats. Trust no one, defend our state. The other men didn’t exude bravado for loyalty, but rather a gratitude for the rations they received. Jake seemed to be one of the few who didn’t know what the fuck he was doing there and was still foggy as to the true enemy.

      Now, standing in the heat of the hut, pulling his boots over his ruined feet, he knew today would be worse than yesterday. Every day felt worse, harder, darker than the day before. They were marched outside, fifty men moving in stiff, obedient lines. The air was thick with dust; the ground dry and cracked beneath their feet. The sun wasn’t fully up yet, but it was already unbearable. The best he could guess, he was close to Junction, and it had to be nearing July now.

      Across the yard, a man Jake recognized from the jail cell was strung up between two wooden posts, arms spread wide, head slumped forward. He wasn’t dead.

      They marched toward him in line. He groaned as Jake passed. Blood dripped from his open mouth, dark streaks against sun-scorched skin. Jake kept his head down; he only allowed his eyes to glance upward as he passed.

      “Defend at all costs. No mercy, no weakness.” Bellowed the sergeant in the yard. Silence. The officer took his time, scanning each of their faces as they fell in line. Then finally, he grinned.

      “Alright, boys. Time to see who’s got the stomach for it.”

      He turned toward the man on the post. Jake knew what was coming next. He didn’t flinch when the gunshot rang out. Didn’t move when the body went limp. Didn’t breathe until the officer turned away. Because in this place, in this twisted whatever-the-fuck war, hesitation got you gone. And Jake had already decided —  he wasn’t going to die here. He was going to get out and find Lys and find home wherever that was.
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