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      For the ones we carry when no one else will⁠—

      and for the quiet strength it takes to lead through the dark.

      This is what survival with love looks like.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Life doesn’t get easier or more forgiving, we get stronger and more resilient.”

        STEVE MARABOLI
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            FALSE FRONT

          

        

      

    

    
      It started with footsteps.

      Fast, uneven, kicking up gravel in a way that made my breath catch in my throat. I was already halfway to the door before Juniper moved, her eyes wide but her hands steady. She dropped low by an instinct she’d refined over the past few days, crouching near the window. No words—just the quiet tension of people who had been hunted before.

      I motioned her back with one hand. She didn’t argue.

      The boys were on the couch, watching an old animated movie with the volume low, a plate of cookies between them. Max giggled at something on the screen. Luke kicked his legs rhythmically against the cushions.

      Emily was in the kitchen, humming to herself, elbows deep in cookie dough. The oven was on, cycling through the preheating stage. The air smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, like it was just another Thursday.

      Juniper and I looked like we’d crawled out of a warzone—and we had. Dirt smeared our clothes, and dried blood clung to her arm from an old cut that hadn’t had more than a cursory rinse. We hadn’t showered. Hadn’t had the time.

      I reached the door. Paused. Listened.

      Then a voice. Sharp. Too loud for the time of day.

      “Hey! Open up! We saw movement inside.”

      I cracked the door just an inch and saw them: three men in patchy tactical gear, one with a badge duct-taped to his chest and another carrying a clipboard like it meant something.

      Neighborhood Watch.

      The guy in front—Brent, ex-realtor, full-time nuisance—stepped closer and flashed a smile that never touched his eyes. “Just checking in, Henry. Heard something out here. Gotta be vigilant.”

      I opened the door wider, just enough to keep it from looking suspicious. I stood square in the frame, blocking any view inside. “You scared the hell out of us.”

      “Sorry 'bout that. We're just making sure the block's secure. We’ve got families counting on us. You get it.”

      Behind him, one of the others peered over my shoulder. “Who’s that girl we saw you with?”

      “My niece,” I said without missing a beat. “Just getting her settled. Her parents didn’t make it. Hard adjustment.”

      Juniper, hiding just out of view in the hallway, didn’t breathe. She looked like hell—like any other kid might after stumbling through chaos. Just tired, scraped up, and trying to keep it together.

      “Understandable,” Brent said, nodding too eagerly. “Listen, we’ve got an updated rotation coming out. Every able body’s gotta contribute. We’ll swing back later with the list.”

      I gave a stiff nod. “Sure. I’ll take a look. You seen any drones lately?”

      “Nothing since a cluster hit the southern stretch,” Brent said. “That one tagged the Marshalls’ place.”

      Brent gave a shrug like it was just weather talk. “Resistance has been doing their best to keep 'em at bay. Shot a few down last week. Still, some sneak through. Picked off the Hargroves, you remember them?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah. They lived two streets down.”

      “Total mess,” said the clipboard guy. “But between you and me? Hargroves never followed the rules. Left their trash bins out overnight. HOA gave 'em warnings for years. Kinda poetic, in a way.”

      I stared at him, waiting for a laugh that never came. “That’s… dark.”

      “We’re in dark times,” he said, completely serious.

      “Right.”

      “Anyway, we’re keeping a lookout. We’ve been putting together drone spotters on the roof, too. If you’ve got binoculars, lend them to the cause.”

      “I’ll check what I’ve got,” I lied again.

      Brent gave one last look toward the house, then turned. The three of them shuffled back toward the corner, still talking like men who thought they were soldiers.

      I closed the door, slow and soft.

      Juniper emerged. “They’re a hoot.”

      “Yeah. Real sharp unit.”

      She glanced toward the boys on the couch. Max had stretched out and started humming along with the cartoon's music. Luke was absentmindedly chewing a corner of his blanket.

      “We need to go,” she said quietly.

      I nodded. “Tonight.”

      She didn’t argue. She didn’t smile either. But something in her eyes relaxed—like trust, but not quite. Trust would take longer. Maybe forever.

      From the kitchen, the oven dinged.

      Emily began to hum again, wiping flour from her hands onto her apron, as if the world outside the window didn’t exist.

      And for just a second, I wished the men at the door had been the real threat. Because what waited inside, wrapped in denial and fragility, was a harder enemy to outrun.
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            A NAME YOU CAN LOSE

          

        

      

    

    
      The house smelled like cookies and sweat. A strange combination, but fitting. Emily was still in the kitchen, humming to herself, moving trays like she was hosting a bake sale and not trying to keep her mind stitched together. I watched her for a beat longer than I should have. She looked... normal. And that scared me more than anything else.

      Juniper hovered just inside the hallway. Her arms were folded, her sleeves crusted with blood and road dust. She hadn’t spoken since the Watch left.

      “Come on,” I said, nodding toward the stairs. “You need a shower. We both do.”

      She didn’t argue, just followed me up like a ghost. No footsteps, just presence. I pointed her to the hall bathroom and grabbed a fresh towel from the closet. As I handed it to her, she looked up at me for a second too long. Then she went in, shutting the door behind her with a soft click.

      While the water ran, I dug through the laundry room. Nothing in the boys’ drawers would fit her—Luke's shirts might, but her legs would stick out below Max's pant legs. I headed to Emily’s closet next, mentally apologizing as I rummaged through sweaters and leggings, discarding anything too clingy, too floral, too... Emily.

      Finally, I found a soft pair of black joggers and a plain navy tee. They would bunch up around her ankles but wouldn’t trip her and she could pull the sleeves up. It wasn’t ideal, but it was clean. Mostly.

      The shower stopped. I knocked lightly on the door. “Clothes out here.”

      A pause. Then, muffled through the door: “Thanks.”

      I left them folded on the floor and stepped back into the hall. My turn next.

      By the time I came back down, she was sitting at the kitchen table, hair damp and darker than I remembered. She looked younger this way. Less asset, more kid. Emily offered her a cookie without comment, and Juniper took it, but didn’t eat it. Just held it like a prop.

      I sat across from her.

      “Are we sticking with Juniper?” I asked quietly.

      She blinked, then gave a crooked smile. “You named me that.”

      “Yeah. Just kind of… fit.”

      “It’s funny,” she said, picking at the edge of the cookie. “My code name is Juno. That’s what they call me. The operation, the briefings… when they didn’t use Charlotte. So when you picked Juniper, it felt close enough.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You never told me that.”

      “You never asked,” she said. Not unkindly. Just true.

      “Charlotte’s off the table,” I said.

      She nodded. “Too dangerous.”

      “But if you’re okay with Juniper⁠—“

      “I am. I hear it now and I move. It works.”

      That settled it. “Then Juniper stays.”

      She gave the faintest shrug. “There are worse things to be.”

      I leaned back and exhaled. “Once we hit the pass, we need to find a safe relay. Somewhere we can get a message out. If we can contact Washington, they can send someone. Someone who can protect you better than I can.”

      She stiffened. “I don’t want to go back to them.”

      “I get that. But it might be the safest⁠—“

      “They didn’t care. Not really. I was being shipped off when it happened. My dad was too busy with war briefings. My mom couldn’t wait to put me on that plane.”

      I wanted to tell her she was wrong. But she wasn’t. And she was twelve. And the world was already cruel enough.

      “We don’t have to decide that yet,” I said finally.

      She nodded slowly, eyes down.

      Emily walked by, humming again, wiping flour on her apron like none of this mattered. I caught a glimpse of the boys back on the couch, Max now asleep on Luke’s lap. That moment—a cracked scene of peace—made me feel both proud and doomed.

      I headed upstairs for my own shower. The mirror caught my reflection like a punch. Red-rimmed eyes. Skin rough with grime. A three-day beard. Someone who hadn’t truly rested since this started.

      Water hit my back like a reprimand. My thoughts spiraled. The girl downstairs wasn’t just a survivor. She was a target, a symbol, maybe a weapon. And I was carrying her into the wild with my two boys and a wife who thought cookies could fix the sky falling.

      I let the water run until it turned cold.

      Back downstairs, I found Juniper curled up with a book she must've pulled from our shelf. Some YA dystopia. I almost laughed.

      She looked up. “You good?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      She nodded. “Clean, anyway.”

      That was something. That was enough—for now.

      Outside, the street was still. But I could feel the weight of night coming on, the tension in the air like the house itself was holding its breath. We'd leave soon.

      We had to.
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            EMERGENCY QUIET

          

        

      

    

    
      The house had gone still.

      Not quiet—just still. The kind of still that tells you everything is on the edge of motion, but not quite ready to tip. Like a drawn breath.

      The boys had fallen asleep on the couch, tangled in each other and a fleece throw covered in cartoon rockets. Their mouths open, cheeks flushed with sleep, unaware of the weight shifting around them.

      Emily had left an emergency kit on the table. Neatly packed. Zipped shut. The red cross duct-taped to the top told me she hadn’t forgotten everything. Somewhere in there, her survival instincts were still running under the fog. That gave me a sliver of hope.

      I moved to the hall closet, pulled the fake panel off the back, and reached into the dark cavity where our go bags were stashed—prepped long before the world had tipped. One for each of us. Packed lean. Each with a name tag in case the worst happened and we had to split up.

      Juniper stood by the kitchen table, watching. She didn’t say anything.

      “Help me out,” I said, tossing one bag onto the couch. “The boys’ stuff is in here. Get their shoes, and grab a pair for yourself too. I won’t even ask where the boots are. I’m sure I won’t be able to get you to put those on again. So check the sizes. If something fits, take it. Socks, too.”

      She nodded and moved toward the hallway closet, quiet but precise. It gave her something to do. Something that wasn’t thinking.

      I turned to Emily.

      She was wiping down the counter with nothing on it. The rag moved in tight, concentric circles, the way she used to when prepping for guests.

      “Hey,” I said gently.

      She didn’t look up. Just kept wiping. “Do you think the marshals on watch will come back? I forgot to finish the lemon bars.”

      My chest ached. I crossed the kitchen, stepping carefully, like I might spook her if I moved too fast.

      “Em,” I said again, softer this time. “Look at me.”

      She stopped wiping. The cloth trembled slightly in her hand.

      “We’re leaving tonight.”

      She finally looked up. Her eyes were glassy, unfocused. “Did you ask the neighbors if they wanted cookies?”

      “No, Em. I didn’t.”

      She blinked. “Okay. I’ll pack them. Just in case.”

      I swallowed hard. “Emily, I need you to focus. Just for a few minutes. Can you do that?”

      She looked at me. Really looked. And for a second, I saw her come back from wherever she’d drifted off to. She set the cloth down. Pressed her hands flat on the counter. “Okay,” she whispered. “What do you need?”

      “Put on shoes. Pack a jacket. We’re taking the kids and going east.”

      She nodded. No questions. Just nodded. And then she walked out of the kitchen, steady on her feet.

      Juniper returned with a small armful of shoes. She dumped them on the floor, knelt down, and started sorting through them.

      “Anything fit?” I asked.

      “These might.” She held up a scuffed pair of blue sneakers I didn’t recognize. Likely a cast-off from one of the neighbor kids. “A little tight. But better than nothing.”

      “Good. Wear them. Socks?”

      She nodded, already pulling some from the pile.

      I crouched beside the go bags and unzipped one of the boys’. Checked the meds pouch. Still sealed. Clothes, spare flashlight, canteen—everything looked untouched. I did a quick inventory on mine and Emily’s. My sidearm was still in place, magazine loaded but safety on. Maps. Radio. The laminated sheet of emergency frequencies folded and triple-wrapped in plastic.

      We were close now.

      And still, part of me didn’t want to walk out that door.

      Because once we did, there’d be no turning back. It was one thing being out there in the open alone with a strange kid, but bringing my family? That made this nightmare permanent.

      “Where are we going?” Juniper asked. Her voice wasn’t scared—just tired.

      I’d thought about waiting until morning, grabbing a couple hours of sleep. But I couldn’t risk it. The Resistance was set on dragging me back in, and if they did, my family would be left to fend for themselves. Not with Emily the way she was. I couldn’t let that happen.

      I hesitated. Then I sat down across from her on the rug, surrounded by scattered shoes and gear.

      “I thought about Camp Pendleton,” I said. “It’s close. Used to be fortified. But it’s probably overrun now. If the Resistance didn’t claim it, the drones probably picked it clean. And if it’s not empty, it’s worse.”

      She didn’t say anything. Just watched me.

      “There’s another option,” I said. “Fort Huachuca. It’s in Arizona. Remote. Intelligence command base. If there’s anyone still coordinating anything, it’ll be there.”

      “You think it’s still standing?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But if I were trying to figure out what the hell was going on with you—and with the drones—that’s where I’d start.”

      She blinked slowly. “You want to hand me off to someone?”

      I shook my head. “No. I want to get answers. I want to keep you alive. If Fort Huachuca is dark, then we disappear again. But if it’s not...”

      She looked down at her hands. “You think they’ll protect me?”

      “I think they’ll want to,” I said. “Whether that’s the same thing, I don’t know.”

      She gave a dry little laugh. “Sounds like my parents.”

      I didn’t respond. Just looked at her and waited.

      Finally, she nodded once. “Okay. Fort Huachuca. Let’s try it.”

      “Pack light,” I said, standing up again. “Desert roads get long. And hot.”

      “Got it.”

      I handed her an empty backpack. She took it without question.

      “Go shopping. Only what you need for a few days,” I said. “No more than you can run with.”

      She slung it over her shoulder and disappeared down the hallway.

      I turned toward the garage and opened the interior door. The smell of oil and dust hit me in the face. My Jeep—an older, rebuilt military-grade Wrangler—sat ready. Extra gas cans lashed to the rear rack. Reinforced doors. Nothing fancy, but solid. Dependable.

      I leaned against the doorframe and stared at it. Getting out of the neighborhood was going to be its own battle. The Watch wouldn’t like us leaving unannounced. And beyond them—the San Diego Resistance. Not to mention the jellies in the sky. Though we should be able to at least get to the border of town before we have to ditch the Jeep.

      I clenched my jaw.

      They wanted me. Not for help. For duty. They had Clara. Took her with a clipboard and a polite explanation like it was nothing. Said it was temporary. Said it was for the good of the city.

      I promised her I’d come back.

      But the truth was, I had no intention of coming back, and I think she knew that.

      Not if I could help it.
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            EXIT STRATEGY

          

        

      

    

    
      Night came quick, like it was playing along with my plans. The kind of dark that swallowed you whole if you stood still too long.

      I moved through the house in silence, double-checking gear and load-outs while Emily quietly packed snacks into a plastic grocery bag. It felt absurd, watching her tuck granola bars and dried fruit between juice boxes like we were headed for a camping trip.

      Juniper reappeared with her backpack slung over one shoulder. “Bathroom’s clear,” she said. “And I found an extra flashlight in your drawer.”

      “Good thinking.” I tossed her a spare battery pack. “Keep that with you. Always.”

      She nodded and stuffed it in the bag.

      Before she turned, I grabbed a faded baseball cap from the hallway rack and handed it to her. “Put this on. Pull it low. We don’t need any cameras getting a good look at you.”

      She slid it on without a word, adjusting the brim low over her face.

      I slipped through the back hallway and into the garage again. The Jeep’s shadow loomed in the half-light from a single bare bulb overhead. I opened the hood, checked fluids, battery connections. Tires were good. Gas was topped. No leaks. All clear.

      Still, I stared at it like it might suddenly vanish.

      We had one shot to slip out clean. And the clock was ticking.

      Back inside, I gave Emily her pack. She blinked at it like it was unfamiliar.

      “Put it on. Just like we practiced.”

      She slipped the straps over her shoulders.

      “You remember the signal?”

      “If I see a drone, I drop,” she recited softly. “If we get separated, I keep moving east until I hit the overpass.”

      I gave her a soft nod. Still in there.

      Juniper slipped past us, crouched near the front window.

      “No patrol yet,” she whispered.

      “Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

      I turned back to the boys. Both asleep, limbs tangled like puppies. Max’s hand gripped the corner of his blanket, even in sleep. Luke mumbled something and turned his face deeper into the couch cushion.

      “Time to move,” I whispered, kneeling beside them. “Come on, guys. Up. Gotta go.”

      They stirred slowly, confused but used to this routine. We’d practiced once, twice, in safer days. Just in case. They didn’t cry or fuss. Just yawned, stood, and let me strap on their bags.

      “Can we bring Pickle?” Max asked, clutching the green stuffed lizard.

      “Absolutely.”

      I opened the back door to the garage. The night air hit like a slap—cool, but tense. A coyote yipped far off. Somewhere closer, a siren wailed, then cut out.

      “Juniper, you ride passenger. Boys in the back. Em—behind me.”

      Everyone moved like they knew the script. Smooth, quiet, trained by necessity. Everyone kept their packs close for easy retrieval—at their feet or in their laps. If we had to jump and run, we’d need to grab and go without thinking.

      Emily hesitated before climbing in. She paused at the garage door, eyes fixed on a hanging tennis ball meant to guide parking. “Do we need to leave a note? What if the mailman comes?”

      Juniper glanced at me, then back to Emily. Her mouth tightened. She climbed in, settled in the front seat, then whispered, “Is she okay?”

      I didn’t answer right away. I looked in the rearview mirror at my wife, now humming quietly and clutching her bag like a lunch pail.

      “She’s trying,” I said. “That’s all we’ve got.”

      Juniper looked past me toward the boys. “And them?”

      “Asleep now. We’ll keep it that way as long as we can.”

      I climbed into the driver’s seat, adjusted mirrors, rechecked fuel one last time. I kept the lights off, started the engine with a dull purr.

      We rolled out slowly. Tires kissed pavement. I kept the clutch low, engine soft.

      The neighborhood was sleeping—or pretending to. No porch lights. No dogs barking. The Watch station on the corner looked dark, but I didn’t trust it.

      As we neared the end of the block, Juniper leaned close.

      “There,” she whispered. “Movement by the fence.”

      I eased the Jeep to a crawl. Figures shifted in the dark—two of them. One leaned on a baseball bat like he was bored. The other held a flashlight lazily against his hip. Yeah, we were really safe. We were as safe as the last Twinkie in a bunker.

      “Watch guys,” I murmured. “They haven’t spotted us yet.”

      “Should we wait?”

      “No. We roll through like we’ve got orders. If they stop us, let me talk.”

      I flipped the interior dome light on and rolled down the window as we approached.

      Bat Guy squinted. “Henry?”

      “Evening, fellas.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Got tagged by command. Fuel transport detail. East checkpoint.”

      He frowned. “Didn’t hear about that.”

      “Came through fast. Routing families, housing, and all. It’s all part of the shuffle. I’m sure you guys will get a notice soon too.”

      They looked at each other. Unconvinced, but not ready to press.

      “You boys hold the block. I’ll check in when we circle back.”

      They stepped aside. Not convinced, but not willing to start a fight.

      I didn’t give them the chance to change their minds. The moment we passed the corner, I picked up speed.

      “Nice work,” Juniper muttered.

      “Let’s not celebrate yet.”

      We drove in silence for a while, headlights off, moon guiding us. I cut across side streets, avoiding major arteries. Every mile we gained felt like a miracle.

      When we reached the old water tower, I pulled over behind a rusted-out bus. Killed the engine.

      Juniper watched me. “This the stop?”

      “For a moment.”

      I stepped out and stretched, then checked the map under the red glow of my flashlight. Fort Huachuca was still eight hours away—by car. But we still had to get past the outer ring of the San Diego Resistance to even have a shot at freedom. And if the last few days were any clue, my beloved Jeep wasn’t going to make it the whole way.

      That would be the real challenge.

      Because they knew me. And they still had Clara.

      I stared into the dark and thought of her face that day—when she realized she was being conscripted, not recruited. I’d promised her I’d follow.

      But that was before Juniper.

      Before I knew what losing her would cost.

      The weight in my chest settled hard—like a warning.

      Juniper eased down beside me on the bumper. “You okay?”

      “No,” I said. “But we’re still moving. That still counts.”

      “Do you think we’ll make it?

      I glanced at her—cleaned up, but scraped and pale. Her hair still damp.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Even if they’re waiting?”

      “Especially if they are.”

      She gave me a crooked little smile. “Guess we’ll find out.

      We sat there a minute longer. No words. Just wind in the weeds and stars overhead.

      Then I stood. “Load up.”

      We were still deep in it. No way out but forward.

      Just as I turned the key again and brought the Jeep to life, Max stirred in the back seat. His voice was groggy but alert.

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah, buddy?”

      He pointed out the window, squinting up toward the hill near the edge of the neighborhood. “What’s that purple light?”

      I followed his finger.

      There it was. Violet. Sharp. Arcing into the sky like a quiet scream.

      Juniper leaned forward. “That’s not good.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s not.”

      Another flare joined the first, a second streak of violet rising from somewhere deeper in the neighborhood.

      They’d signaled. Maybe the Watch decided to report us. Probably didn’t believe me—or decided we were worth watching.

      Juniper sat rigid. “They’ll send someone.”

      “Maybe more than someone.”

      I shifted gears, foot heavy on the gas.

      Behind us, violet flares bloomed one after another.

      So much for a clean exit.
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      The road out of San Diego wasn’t much of a road anymore. Just fractured pavement and tire-worn dirt that threaded between husks of dead cars and burnt-out gas stations. I kept the lights off, following the line of telephone poles by moonlight, driving like a madman.

      Juniper rode shotgun, her cap pulled low, eyes scanning. She hadn't said much since we left the water tower, but I caught her checking mirrors, windows, shadows—just like I was.

      Emily hummed behind me, the sound thin and erratic, rising in pitch the faster I drove—like her body could sense danger even if her mind refused to name it. Max and Luke were awake now, quiet, leaning into each other with wide eyes.

      “Thirsty,” Luke mumbled.
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TERMINATION
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