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      Prefaces—or why an author writes a particular book—are often self-serving and dishonest. Most nonfiction authors write books as part of a larger plan, usually tied to marketing funnels, expensive seminars, or academic credibility. I seek none of these. So why did I spend 4 years writing Choose Hard, Live Easy?

      Short answer? I like to think of myself as a modern-day Morpheus, minus the shades and the bald head. In other words, I’m selfishly obsessed with slapping people awake and changing their lives. Hopefully, one of those lives will be yours. This book is my gift to you, a gift so important that, if I had only 3 months to live while writing it, I would have spent my final days finishing it. Yep, it’s that important.

      Long answer? Since founding a publishing company and starting a writing career, I’ve talked about penning a novel for years, but I’ve never found inspiration. I have many story ideas, but the issue isn’t plots, characters, or genres. It’s about meaning and purpose. The idea of writing a great suspense novel that rivals the works of James Patterson or Harlan Coben sounds like a fantastic creative pursuit; the problem is, such a book will never truly change your life. It will only serve as entertainment, and while that is a respectable goal, it isn’t going to move you from the doghouse to the penthouse. 

      I am motivated to write when I know my message can change people’s lives. Imagine reading an email that says, “Thanks to you, I sold my company for $85 million,” or “I have financial freedom because of your books.” Yes, these are real messages I’ve received from readers of my previous books. But more specifically, I’m writing this book as if I were speaking to my stepson who is a typical Gen-Z adult struggling to navigate a world rife with the perils of Easy. Writing to influence lives (hopefully his is one of them) is my purpose. My love. My addiction.

      My first three books taught leveraged entrepreneurship for one purpose: building generational wealth. I'm talking about driving your Lamborghini to any store, where price is no object. However, despite 50 hours of discussion and over 300,000 words outlining a clear blueprint, many readers still don’t grasp how to win the war, much less fight it.

      How can I be so sure? For nearly 20 years, I’ve connected with millions of entrepreneurs. As the founder of a business forum that has existed since 2007 (back when forums were the internet’s social media), I’ve noticed a frustrating, dream-killing pattern: poor decisions driven by the drug of Easy. Many of these individuals fight the war like pawns, weaklings with Kryptonite around their necks, unable to unleash their decision-making superpowers, including the most basic power of all: the power to decide.

      Think of this book as the Art of War for everyday life, covering everything from the simple to the significant. See it as your ultimate guide to clarity, confidence, and personal power, so you know you’re making the right choice every time, regardless of the outcome. It’s the roadmap to the amazing life you’ve always wanted but feel you can never quite grasp.

      A paradigm shift? Nope. The paradigm is broken, and a shift just leads you into another room in hell's hotel. Let’s help you escape hell and find paradise.

      To your best life,

      MJ DeMarco, Entrepreneur and Author
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      DECLARE WAR ON EASY

      Fact: Your life story is underwritten by one defining force—your choices.

      If you’re screaming about privilege, circumstances, or luck, you’ve already missed the point. Being privileged or lucky doesn’t void choice. And unless you were born in a third-world hellhole, circumstances don’t either.

      My message is for those of us who won the landmass lottery and have relative freedom, access to clean water and food, and every modern amenity that was once a luxury 100 years ago.

      You see, if you want to give your life story a plot twist, you can’t just hope for a better chapter. You need to change the pen that writes the story. And that pen? Your choices. Every day, you make hundreds of them. Over 80 years, you’ll make at least one million decisions, most of them unconsciously or habitually.

      For most people, those decisions are unknowingly ghostwritten by a malevolent force called Easy. When you choose Easy, you surrender your pen. Your God-given power to decide is lost to time, excuses, and bad television. You become a character in a predictable tragedy, not the hero of an epic.

      Think about the choices you made today.

      
        
          	
        What you ate for breakfast.
      

      	
        The clothes you wore.
      

      	
        How you drove to work.
      

      	
        How you did the work.
      

      	
        What you ate for lunch.
      

      	
        How you spoke to your boss.
      

      	
        How you responded to the pressure of a deadline.
      

      	
        Whether you exercised or made an excuse.
      

      	
        How you greeted your spouse when you walked through the door.
      

      	
        How you spent your free time. TV? Book? Game? Gym? TikTok?
      

      	
        How you prepared for sleep.
      

      

      

      The interesting thing about this list?

      It captures the ordinary day of modern life. Hundreds of millions of people wake up and make some variation of these exact decisions.

      And yet, why are the outcomes so starkly different?

      Why do I live like royalty while my neighbor struggles paycheck to paycheck, navigating a gauntlet of disease and depression? We both have the same 24 hours. We both face the same categories of choice.

      The answer isn’t complicated. It’s horrifying.

      On average, my daily decisions are guided by one simple philosophy: I choose Hard so I can live Easy.

      My struggling neighbor? He chooses Easy and therefore lives Hard.

      Yep, the difference is as binary as black and white.

      The difference is as stark as an addict chasing a fix and a teetotaler snubbing a cocktail.

      THE PREDATOR IN THE DRIVER'S SEAT

      The other day at the park, I noticed two preschoolers dangling from the jungle gym. Alone. Exposed. I scanned the perimeter for a parent. Nothing.

      Then I saw it. A football field away, a parked SUV. A silhouette in the driver’s seat, head bowed in prayer to the glow of a smartphone. I stood watch for twenty minutes, half-expecting a kidnapping, praying the figure was a parent, not a predator.

      It turned out the dark figure was Mom.

      She wasn't watching her kids; she was bathed in the strobe-light flicker of a screen. Swipe. Flash. Swipe. Flash. The validation of an Instagram like? A loot box from some game? It didn't matter. She rarely looked up, even as I curiously lingered.

      Sadly, this mom had decided that a digital buffet of content was more important than the physical safety of her own flesh and blood. I could have been the predator scoping out her kids, but the real predator was glued to her hand, the one who stole the moment and the memory of her children’s playtime she will never relive.

      I felt bad for Mom, not because she was a bad parent, but because she was an addict. Only a powerful narcotic can make a mother choose a pixelated dumpster over her own children.

      What kind of force is powerful enough to override a mother’s primal instinct to protect her young? What makes a parent abandon their children for a piece of technology?

      Answer: A drug.

      But not the kind you smoke, snort, or shoot, or even swipe.

      It’s the kind called Easy.

      PREDICTIONS FROM 1988…

      What if I told you that the secret weapon to living your best life—or your worst—was hidden in plain sight, in an obscure, forgettable Star Trek episode from 1988?

      In “Symbiosis,” the Enterprise encounters two alien races locked in a codependent relationship. The first, the Brekkians, are sophisticated purveyors of a “medicine” for a plague that ravages the second, the Onarans.

      The Onarans are a simple, desperate people, their entire society revolving around acquiring this life-saving medicine. They trade everything they have for it. The Brekkians, in turn, live in luxury, their entire economy built on selling this medicine, marketed as a treatment for the plague. A perfect symbiosis.

      But Captain Picard discovers a horrifying truth.

      There is no plague.

      The “medicine” is nothing more than a highly addictive narcotic. The “plague” the Onarans suffer from is simply the agonizing pain of withdrawal. The Brekkians aren’t altruistic healers; they are drug dealers. They have enslaved an entire civilization by selling them a poison they’ve been conditioned to believe is a cure. The drug masks the pain, only for it to return with greater fury. The Onarans are more than customers; they are addicts who don’t even know they’re addicted.

      What if I told you that you are as blind and addicted as an Onaran?

      What if I told you that our entire culture is no better than these Brekkian drug dealers, and its primary export is a narcotic so pervasive and seductive that it creates a mass hallucination in which six glances across a football field pass for parenting?

      That drug is Easy.

      And it’s destroying your life, one swipe, one mouthful, one excuse, and one splurge at a time.

      When “Symbiosis” aired, Nancy Reagan’s War on Drugs was in full force. In a nod to the ongoing campaign, Star Trek’s producer included a “left-field” episode-ending monologue about the dangers of drugs. The speech was so awkward that I can still remember it after 30 years. But maybe that was the point? More importantly, this awkward execution shows how significant the “War on Drugs” was at the time.

      Unfortunately, today is different. Much different.

      We have an undeclared war.

      A hidden conflict I call the Shadow War.

      It won’t get a courtesy nod on any television show.

      There won’t be a PSA about it on Nickelodeon.

      Most probably don’t even know they’re fighting it.

      And if you’re choosing a social media reel and 300 feet over direct supervision of your kids, sorry. You’re losing.

      The Art of War is being waged against you, where the drug is Easy, and the Brekkians run wild, hailed as life-saving healers, when in fact they are soul-destroying drug dealers.

      I aim to be your Captain Picard.

      To show you the truth.

      To wake you up.

      To arm you with your own Art of War against the drug that’s literally killing you. Look around. Most people are overweight and shuffling toward a premature death, paved with pain. They're broke, chained to a paycheck they despise. They're distracted, their minds hijacked and neutered by algorithms, their attention spans rivaling a goldfish’s. They are prisoners in lives they don't respect, all because they chose comfort over command. This is the aftermath of a drug-addicted society blind to the Shadow War. This book is your antidote. Your intervention.

      Think of Choose Hard, Live Easy as your top-secret intelligence manual, smuggled from deep within enemy territory. Who is the enemy? It’s Easy, along with the Brekkians, who’ve convinced you it’s urgent, life-saving medicine. The true enemy is the slow decay of a life poisoned by Easy: poverty, apathy, sickness, loneliness, and the graveyard of shattered dreams.

      If you’re losing the Shadow War, this book is your cape and its superpower. But let me be clear: No one is coming to save you. Not me. Not Picard. Not Thor or Superman. You must wear the cape and save yourself.

      In the battles ahead, I’m going to equip your mind with the Art of War for Decision-Making. Its main weapon? Choosing Hard. It may sound wordy, illogical, and counterintuitive, but the more comfortable you become with temporary discomfort, the more comfortable life becomes. You’ll find that small comfort zones lead to small lives trapped in pain, while large comfort zones lead to large lives freed by ease.

      Make no mistake: Hard isn’t optional. Deny the war, and it will find you. Eventually, you can either choose Hard under your command— courage, discipline, responsibility, discomfort—or Hard will choose you under its command— depression, disease, distraction, despair.

      If I could describe this book in one word, it wouldn’t be command, choice, decision, or even Hard.

      It’s Power.

      This book will show you how to unleash your Power, and its keystone is Choosing Hard. It will teach you how to dodge the bullets of “Easy,” Matrix-style, and turn the tide of the fight in your favor, stockpiling a decision-making arsenal that unleashes freedom, happiness, and fierce personal fulfillment. I promise that by the end, you’ll never face a decision the same way again, much less trust a culture run by Brekkian drug dealers.

      And no, you won’t get a stale list of cognitive biases that have been spun through the self-help spin cycle so often they’ve been bleached yellow. No retelling of the Pomodoro technique or the Marshmallow Experiment that’s been recited a gazillion times. Instead, you’ll get a warrior’s manual for unleashing the best of you: your best career, your best spouse, your best finances, your best friends, and your best health.

      The book is not organized into chapters and parts but into 58 battles and 9 campaigns. They will teach you how to hone Power, triumph over the Shadow War, and win a life fit for royalty.

      
        
          [image: The Roadmap to Mastering The Art of War for Decision-Making]
        

        The Roadmap to Mastering The Art of War for Decision-Making

      

      Campaign 1 drags this Shadow War into the light, exposing how the seductive promise of “Easy” ambushes and diminishes your power. You’ll master the Four Rules of Engagement and arm yourself with the asymmetric strategy to flip the script, weaponize Hard choices, and lay the groundwork for effective decision combat.

      Campaign 2 maps life’s mortal battlefield, revealing the Hourglass of Lifespan and the Five Laws of Decision Power that govern the war. You will master the physics behind every choice, from the raw power of the present moment to the unavoidable consequences of the future, and learn to use the forces of time, death, and impact to your strategic advantage.

      In Campaign 3, you shift from being a student of the war to reclaiming your Power, the force needed to win. You will discover the Waystone of Awareness, the sovereign, god-like energy behind every choice. From there, you will learn to strategically channel that Power across the Three Theaters of War, where every decision becomes a choice between Power and weakness.

      Campaign 4 is offensive, and it’s where victory is secured. Here, I will equip you with the engine of Power and conquest: The Hard Choice Flywheel and its Four Strike Forces. This is “boots-on-the-ground” warfare, where every decision either boosts your Power or drags it into servitude.

      Campaign 5 is your defense of Power, happiness, and your life. It serves as your counterintelligence briefing, exposing the traitors and thieves within your ranks. You will learn to dismantle the Culture Cartel’s incestuous propaganda while healing your self-inflicted wounds: the parasite of Expectosis, the reckless gambles of Low Ground Luck, and the Cognitive Prisons that obliterate your potential.

      Campaign 6 is a reflective look in the mirror. You cannot command a war from a position of ignorance. This Campaign will conduct an unflinching Decisional Sitrep to diagnose your current state in decision combat. This audit will reveal your Command Rank, your Waystone Gravity, and your current Victory/Defeat Index. There is no hiding. Only liars. The final battle delivers the unvarnished truth about who you are as a decision-maker, right now. A powerful General, or a powerless pawn?

      Campaign 7 is your command-level playbook. It outlines three lifelong battle strategies for commanding your decision resources, from graduation to the grave. Here, victory is reverse-engineered through powerful decision frameworks that put a laser-like focus on what truly matters: happiness.

      Campaign 8 is technically not a campaign but an armory. You will be equipped with a comprehensive arsenal, organized into four tactical sections: Weapons of Truth and Intelligence to decipher the battlefield; Weapons of Reason and Strategy to outthink your opponent; Weapons of Decryption to perform the cold math of combat; and Weapons of Engagement to execute the winning moves.

      Altogether, Choose Hard, Live Easy will show you how to unleash your Power and willingly embrace strategic, deliberate Hard choices to escape the Shadow War’s prison of self-inflicted suffering. Big dreams, happiness, and envious friends are the spoils. Nope, it won’t demand vomit-inducing pain or dangerous extremes that land you in the ER. You will change, transform, and triumph. Heck, you might even ignite a revolution and fix this messed-up world.

      So crank up the Superman theme and throw on that cape. Your best life is waiting for its hero. Or you can do nothing, let Easy and their Brekkian thugs shackle you, and become just another forgotten casualty of the Shadow War. Your choice. Your move. Your life.
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        Choose Hard, or Hard will choose you.

        — MJ DeMarco, Entrepreneur/Author

      

      

      ONE LUCID, SOVEREIGN MOMENT…

      Having the courage to kill myself gave me the strength to live. But only for one lucid, sovereign moment. It was a typical Midwestern winter. A slate-gray sky smothered the days for weeks, as cold, snow, and wind launched a united assault on anyone daring to challenge its reign.

      But this night was different. Standing alone on a rusty rail bridge, I gazed at the groaning river below. My eyes glazed over the frigid water and black ice, my soul imprisoned by the war crimes of Easy: poor choices, indecision, and gambling on luck’s low ground. Courage had always fled when I needed it most. But in this midnight moment, I felt it might be different. I was tired of waking to a miserable life I had blindly chosen. Tired of living another year at DEFCON 1 while I remained stuck in the same body, the same job, and the same shameful addictions. Tired of thinking about change that fizzled into the same lying whisper: Someday.

      But someday never arrived. What arrived was emptiness, the regrets of “what if?”, and a bedside full of medications.

      For years, I chose Easy, and now, after decades of Hard, it has led me to an iron bridge. Below, the Illinois River was a swirling mosaic of broken bergs, fast-food debris, and industrial waste. Like a starved predator waiting to be fed, its current salivated with frigid water, its maw sharp with jagged ice. I stared into the abyss and tried to steel my resolve; the river jeered back, taunting me with my apprehension. While this fear was mortal, it was the same fear that had stolen my courage ever since Jimmy Rudner bullied me in high school, turning gym class into a crucible of torment. I did nothing then, but twenty-eight years later, I’m doing something now.

      Carrying the bulk of two adults and a tire around my gut, I ached with every movement. I hadn’t seen my toes in years. Fast food was my comfort. Porn was my aesthetic. TV was my escape. I hadn’t truly felt anything in a decade.

      Fast food was my comfort. Porn was my aesthetic. TV was my escape. I hadn’t truly felt anything in a decade.

      As a soaked McDonald’s bag floated by, I realized my life was unfolding like a tired Christmas cliché. In It’s a Wonderful Life, George Bailey had the guts to jump. ZuZu’s petals couldn’t save me, nor did I need Clarence the angel. I didn’t want a glimpse of a world without me, which would miss me as much as a motel misses bedbugs. Me? I missed everything. The businesses I never started, books I never wrote, skills I never learned, money I never invested, the relationships I never cultivated, the health I never respected, and the moments I never won in a shadow war I didn’t realize I was fighting. All because I couldn’t say “yes” to Hard and “no” to Easy.

      I felt the inky river’s gravitational pull, promising to end my pain, the self-hatred, and the belittling voice in my head that salted old wounds, only to spread its toxins into every tomorrow. The air reeked of diesel and corrosion, prompting me to swing my legs over the guardrail. Gripping the rail, I faced the river like a Viking infantry pounding shields, chanting “Skol! Skol! Skol!” The wind howled through the iron, mocking my fading courage.

      “He won’t do it! He’s a coward!”

      “He hasn’t done a damn hard thing in his life!”

      “He’ll chicken out like always!”

      I scoffed as I finished negotiating. The decision was made.

      I would jump.

      For the first time in my life, I would seize the moment and kick fear in the teeth with the boot of courage. I leaned over, loosened my grip, and prepared myself.

      Then the strangest thing happened: I was struck by an inexplicable serenity. It was as if a warm blanket enveloped me, and the chill on my cheek melted away. I felt strong and in command. Confident. Suddenly, the weight of my past lifted, and the darkness in my soul brightened. Was this an angelic presence awaiting my fate? God? Or was this a lucid, sovereign moment something else? Whatever it was, my heart pounded with the stubborn resilience of my newfound courage. I glanced at the river one last time and took a deep breath, like a child about to jump into a swimming pool. Surrounded by a mystical peace, I calmly released my hand and leaned over, plunging headfirst into the icy waters.

      Time froze, and three seconds stretched into an eternity. For one absurd moment, I thought maybe—just maybe—everything would be okay.

      Then the river struck.

      My head slammed into a berg, and blood filled my mouth. Then my body recoiled from the sudden, skin-slicing cold, like a thousand knives stabbing you all over your body. I frantically thrashed for leverage in the icy maw, finding no grip. Each breath was a betrayal, gasping for air but inhaling molten lava as if I were being burned alive.

      My mind raced. I imagined the Titanic victims sinking into their frozen graves. Their screams echoed in my mind, mingling with my own. But they didn’t choose their fate—I did.

      That’s when it hit me. Colder than the river, sharper than the ice: I made a colossal mistake. That lucid tranquility I felt on the bridge? It wasn’t an angel. It was the first time I conquered fear with courage and made the Hard choice. But I used that moment, not to live… but to die.

      That’s when I understood: Choosing Hard was Power, Choosing Easy was surrender.

      For decades, I’d chased comfort like a crackhead.

      Fast food over fitness.

      Porn over partnership.

      TV over transformation.

      Gaming over growth.

      I chose a fake life where I was the king in a video game, but a prisoner of war in my real one. I didn’t fail because I was unprivileged or unlucky. I failed because I chose to fight life’s decision war, the Shadow War, with sticks and stones: Easy. Every. Damn. Day. And like a drug addict, I let Easy compound into a future tortured by Hard.

      It built the morbid obesity, one mouthful at a time.

      It wrecked my marriage, one porn image at a time.

      It drained my ambition, one reel at a time.

      Easy was a quiet killer who played the long game, deploying a power-sapping army of spies, saboteurs, and con artists, all beautifully packaged in a Trojan Horse.

      As I choked and darkness closed in, one final image seared into my mind: My mother. Not as she was, but as I was about to leave her. Her last years twisted in grief, her heart shattered, tormented by my decision as a son who gave up. My one courageous moment? It would devastate every moment that remained in hers.

      That’s what hurt the most. Not the cold knives or the fiery water choking me breathless, but the knowledge that my ending would be tragic because of the carnage I would leave behind. And yet, in the cruelest irony of all, that final, courageous choice was the first real one I ever made. Winning that moment shouldn’t have ended my life; it should have been the start of it.

      Choosing Hard was a powerful weapon. I wielded it as a weapon of mass destruction when I should have wielded it as a weapon of mass instruction. I unleashed it, all for one lucid, sovereign moment. Then I used it to kill myself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Author’s note: Suicide is never the right choice. If you are contemplating ending your life, please call or text 988 any time, day or night, or chat online. Crisis Text Line also provides free, 24/7, confidential text message support by texting 741741.

      THE SHADOW WAR: HOW I TURNED THE TIDE

      Relax.

      I’m alive. This suicidal story never happened, and I’m glad my ghostly self didn’t write it from the bottom of a river. But in the dark mirror of an alternate universe, I jumped, failing myself and my superpower. I ignored the war for my life, and Easy was happy to say “yes” to my destruction.

      You see, my real life began on this tragic path. I thought I was cursed, unlucky, or lacked what it takes. What little I knew was that I was fighting an ancient war that had raged for centuries, a war that determined how suffering begins and grows, and why life gets harder as choices become easier.

      Behind my struggles wasn’t fate but the Shadow War and its combat paradox, an ancient duality that underpins every aspect of life, from fitness and finances to purpose and peace. This invisible conflict, where your life’s precious moments are won or lost to the armies of Hard or Easy, is where dreams are built or buried, one moment at a time, among millions.

      For centuries, nations have engaged in shadow wars, covert conflicts conducted under plausible deniability. Like India and Pakistan or Israel and its neighbors, these conflicts aren’t fought with missiles or tanks but with economics, cyberespionage, intelligence operations, and proxies. No declarations or public parades establish their legitimacy; it’s quiet, strategic warfare waged behind the scenes.

      The Shadow War is identical. In these battles for your moments, Easy doesn’t launch nuclear missiles. Its preferred tactics are ambush, addiction, and deception. It wins one moment at a time, attacking undetected and unopposed. Its allies include comfort, convenience, escape, peer pressure, and cultural norms.

      Case in point: Your culture doesn’t want you healthy, wealthy, or happy. It thrives on you being fat, sick, broke, anxious, clicking, swiping, medicated, entertained, distracted, desperate, and miserable. This, my friend, is the sad truth: War is profitable, and in The Shadow War, more prisoners of war mean more profits. This is how billion-dollar companies emerge from garages and dorm rooms, built on the fallout of Easy.

      In this clown world we call Planet Earth, my tax dollars subsidize the very foods that make you sick. A liter of sugar-packed soda costs less than a bottle of water. This is no accident; it’s Easy executing the Art of War. And Easy’s most brilliant propaganda? It convinces billions of people to willingly consume poison… and then toast to it.

      I’m talking about alcohol.

      Yep, that frothy Amber Ale, that umbrella drink, and that fine Cabernet from France. Nope, I’m not judging you or trying to take away your bathtub nightcap. It’s about facts. Ethanol, the kind we drink, is a central nervous system depressant and a cytotoxin. The World Health Organization classifies it as a Group 1 carcinogen, the same tier as asbestos and tobacco. Ethanol kills cells, burdens your liver, impairs brain function, disrupts sleep, wrecks your hormones, and increases your risk of several cancers, even among so-called “moderate” drinkers.1

      Yes, it’s legal. Yes, it’s romanticized, ritualized, and wrapped in social tradition. But here’s the uncomfortable truth: legality and popularity don’t neutralize poison. Slick ads showing fit joggers or pickleball champions smiling over a cold beer can’t hide the fact: it’s still poison. Brekkian warfare at its finest.

      Time for a chill pill. My point isn’t about buzzkilling your Friday night pub crawl with your buddies. It’s about seeing the wizard behind the Shadow War. If Easy can get the whole world to line up for something that damages their bodies, slogs their brains, and calls it “fun”… what else can it get you to swallow? That’s the point.

      Look around, or heck, peek in the mirror. The carnage from the Shadow War is everywhere, and it’s killing our kids.

      Last year, I was on a two-hour flight, seated next to a teenager. For the entire flight, I watched in horror as this kid’s brain was systematically carpet-bombed by his phone. It was so bad I considered tapping his father on the shoulder and accusing him of child abuse.

      The issue wasn’t the screen time; it was the total annihilation of his attention span. His fingers were a frenetic blur, a headless chicken orchestrating a symphony of digital garbage. Forty seconds of a Tetris game—swipe. A snippet of a podcast—swipe. One minute of an audiobook—swipe. A half-read article about some political outrage—swipe.

      This wasn't a kid on his phone; he was a powerless prisoner of the Shadow War. His brain was so thoroughly scorched by cheap, easy dopamine that he had lost the ability to hold a single, coherent thought for more than twenty seconds.

      Sadly, my experience isn’t an outlier.

      Most people are smartphone zombies, glued to their screens like extras from Black Mirror, swiping for dopamine like it’s a slot machine. When most people are stumbling through life with the focus of a crackhead, it’s no wonder mental health has become a shitshow of epidemic proportions. By 2021, nearly 23% of Americans grappled with anxiety or depression,2 and for the kids on the block? Well, 1 in 3 is frying their brains in this fake-connected, Insta-filtered pinball machine.3

      But Easy’s just warming up the rail guns. As of 2024, 72% of Americans are lugging around extra pounds, and 40% are waddling into morbid obesity.4 It’s so bad that culture is peddling this insanity as a virtuous vibe, glorifying free-feeding like it’s a TikTok trend. You go, girl! Way to rep that 50 BMI! Heck, I haven’t seen a kid pedal a bike powered by muscle rather than a lithium battery since the Obama Administration. This isn’t empowerment; it’s pure propaganda, with metabolic terrorists fighting for Easy.

      Easy’s looting your wallet, too; only now the black ski mask has been replaced by a tailored suit and a campaign smile. When I started this book, the U.S. National Debt was an eye-popping $29 trillion. Now? It’s $36 trillion and climbing ($50 trillion by the time you read this) or the U.S. is the world’s newest banana republic.

      Personal finances? Also a clown show. Household debt is at a 20-year high, with 31% rolling around with maxed-out credit cards, but who cares?5 When you’re styling in a new C-Class Mercedes, no one sees the Visa bill or hears the bill collectors ringing.

      The story gets even sadder for retirees. Half limp into their 60s with less than $145,000 saved, far short of the $572,000 needed for a posh crib in Del Boca Vista. For post-2021 retirees, the median savings is a measly $90,000. The worst part? 47% of men and 50% of women aged 55-66 have no retirement savings.6 Zero. So next time you see a penny on the street, pick it up! You’ll have more saved than the average Larry and Linda.

      This is just one front in the Shadow War, a debt-fueled dumpster fire, with other battlelines stoked by Easy’s quick highs—scrolls, snacks, splurges, and the addiction they bring while the government orchestrates the soundtrack. When the music stops and you’re left without a chair, you’ll pay Hard’s Soprano-like interest later: broke, sick, or a cold bridge.

      Fight the war courageously, and an easy life awaits.

      Ignore the war, and Hard comes knocking with reinforcements.

      The Shadow War found me in my twenties. Underemployed, underpaid, and quietly suicidal, I hit bottom. I blamed my suffering on everything but the truth: failed businesses, gloomy Chicago weather, and peer pressure. All my friends had decent jobs, new cars, and cute condos. Me? I had all-you-can-eat Moo Goo Gai Pan, thanks to my busboy gig at Chang’s Chinese. That was just one joke on my résumé: it listed jobs better suited for high school dropouts. Paperboy, flower boy, driver boy, boy oh boy. Easy was winning my moments, and Hard was staging an army over the ridge.

      But it didn’t start that way. In 1992, after earning two business degrees, I made a bold choice to skip corporate interviews and pursue entrepreneurship. Sounds Hard, eh? Not quite. When things got hard, I didn’t roll up my sleeves. I bailed. I looked for shortcuts. I feared the phone like a rattlesnake. One rejection crushed my self-esteem. If something failed on the first try, I gave up and moved on to the next gig that seemed easier. I bought “business-in-a-box” kits from slick-talking gurus. Back then, we didn’t have YouTube hustlers promising wealth if you just paid them $2000 for their super-duper online course; we had 2 AM infomercial scammers on TV who executed psychological warfare. After a relentless 4-hour pitch in a Marriott ballroom, they’d hard-sell you a 2-day seminar costing thousands. Worse, if you refused, they’d bully you as a loser who “doesn’t invest in your future.”

      I wasn’t building a business; I was just throwing shit at the wall and hoping something would stick. And that shit was every slick-marketing infomercial con artist with a fancy suit and a seminar. I was Easy’s favorite customer.

      The result? After five years, I was no better off than when I’d donned that ugly turquoise shirt and delivered Domino’s pizzas in college. A rope was around my neck. If you’ve read my earlier work, you’re familiar with what happened next.

      At the time, my job was driving limousines. No, not some flashy head-turning stretch Hummer, but an old, ratty embarrassment that had no business being on the road. Case in point: I was driving 80 down Chicago’s Kennedy Expressway when the limo’s hood latch failed. The metal slab slammed backward, detonating my windshield. In a split second, I went from cruising to driving blind, my face painted with glass shards. I had to crane my head out the side window, contorting my body like a Cirque performer, just to keep the car on the road. Miraculously, the traffic saw the chaos and parted like the Red Sea, giving me just enough room to safely slip onto the shoulder.

      Anyway, after another long day driving this POS, I got stuck in a blizzard in a distant suburb. Parked on the shoulder, snow piling on the now-repaired windshield, I sat in silence, replaying every bad choice, every humiliation, and every failure. I was 26, armed with two degrees, and I couldn’t crack more than $30,000 a year. That big "L" plastered on my forehead wasn’t doing much for my dating life, either.

      And in that quiet, I began to think… maybe it’s time to end it all.

      But how? Carbon monoxide? Sleeping pills? Maybe that iron bridge?

      I can't recall how long I thought about this morbid decision, but as I did, something happened—I found my Power.

      Just like in that alternate universe where I jumped, the brave act of taking control overwhelmed me with a soothing peace. It was my lucid, sovereign moment, not of despair but of Power. More notably, the sharp dread and foreboding that had plagued my psyche for years had lost their edge. From the depths of hardship, I weaponized my Commander’s awareness. I had triumphed over one moment in the Shadow War.

      I realized life is just a collection of choices made in countless moments. Those choices are either Hard or Easy. Even suicide, as tragic as it is, is one moment, one choice.

      A Hard choice.

      But one that promised the ultimate Easy: peace, escape, freedom. That terrifying clarity pushed me toward a profound truth: I was still alive because I chose to be. I was trapped in that blizzard, in that crusty limousine, because Easy had won too many moments that added up to years, and now I was being served a plate of Hard as a prisoner in the Shadow War.

      I couldn’t control the weather, but I chose the low-IQ job because it seemed like fun. That sales job that would challenge my phone phobia? Meh, I’ll pass. I wanted to be an entrepreneur, but not the hard parts. I didn’t want the struggle, the growth, the grind, or the discomfort. I wanted the trophy, not the training. I wanted the swole, not the sweat. I wanted the riches, not the risk. That night, staring at the limo’s cigarette-tarred roof, it hit me like a bolt of lightning. I confronted the Shadow War I’d spent years avoiding…

      
        
          	
        Choosing Easy: I’m punished with persistent hardship.
      

      	
        Choosing Hard: I’m rewarded with persistent ease.
      

      

      

      From that moment onward, everything shifted.

      In that snow-covered silence, I uncovered the traitor sabotaging my Power and my future, one easy choice, one moment at a time. I saw through the illusion, exposed the Shadow War, and ordered the Code Red. What remained was a life-changing superpower—Choosing Hard.

      In Elective Affinities (1809), Goethe said, “None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they are free.” You can’t win a war if you refuse to acknowledge it. Fail to do so, and you fail to command. Instead, you perilously succeed at making one of the worst decisions you could ever make. You chose to be a disposable, drug-addled pawn in the Shadow War, a Brekkian commodity to be monetized. Your choice. Your move. Your life.

      MISSION DEBRIEFING

      
        
          	
        Have you ever considered suicide? If so, what stopped you?
      

      	
        At this moment, what defines your daily life: persistent ease or persistent hardship?
      

      	
        Has the Shadow War left you mostly powerless? If so, why?
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Battle 2

          

          
            The Easy/Hard Paradox: Choose One, Get The Other

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Everything you want is

        on the other side of hard.

        — Monty Williams, NBA Coach

      

      

      4 EASY MINUTES, 40 YEARS OF HARD

      When I was 16, I got into a motorcycle accident. No, don’t blame my single mom; she was totally against me owning a motorbike. But I begged and pleaded, whining until her ears nearly bled. Finally, she caved, and I bought the dirt bike. My motive? It was my Easy-Button fix for being overweight, invisible, and a social pariah. I wasn’t a jock who could throw a football or leap hurdles. I wasn’t a nerd who could hack a computer or a stoner getting blitzed in the parking lot. I was nothing, just a forgettable face in a crowded cafeteria. But on that bike, which roared with grit and toughness? I imagined becoming someone. Someone cool. Someone dangerous. Someone who made girls blush and guys jealous. Hit the gym and work off the flab? Too slow. Master a sport or learn guitar? Too hard. Nah, this was faster. Easier. Sexier horsepower in a bottle, as if I’d bought it from Walmart.

      While the good old boy’s club might claim that women and machinery do not mix, that’s far from reality. Motorized vehicles and teenage boys with undeveloped prefrontal cortices? Now there’s the lethal cocktail! Exhibit A: I gunned my motorbike on a craggy, unscouted dirt road at full throttle and crashed epically. I broke bones, damaged nerves in my knee, and permanently injured my neck. Now, anytime I look left or right, it’s painful. You’d think someone was cracking bubble wrap. This simple incident, which rewarded me with all but four minutes of Easy thrills and cheap adrenaline, cost me forty years of Hard.

      Here’s where things went wrong: like everyone else on the planet, my brain was already dosed with Easy. It’s natural to seek comfort, shortcuts, and efficiency. If you were coddled as a kid—no chores, no consequences, every whim granted because you spilled tears—you’re mainlining Easy’s heavy-user formula, a cocktail so destructive that I’m surprised you’re reading this.

      Easy’s drug has a simple goal: to trick you into thinking that choosing Easy will give you Easy. Nothing could be further from the truth.

      My simple decision to buy a dirt bike was a perfect demonstration of the Easy/Hard Paradox. It turned out to be one of my biggest defeats in the Shadow War.

      You see, I originally wanted to buy an electric guitar, but I passed because I knew learning it to a decent level of “coolness” would be, you guessed it—Hard. Here’s my simple thought process and how Easy ambushes the moment, turning our decisions into lost battles, or worse, malignant cancers that infect future battles.

      
        
          	
        Many Easys: I ate myself overweight, and now I’m undesirable.
      

      	
        One Easy: I need something to make me popular.
      

      	
        New Easy: Dirt bike!
      

      

      

      The rest was bone-breaking history.

      Unfortunately, until 1997, I remained Easy’s top addict. Every choice was the path of least hassle, least sweat, and least effort. I bailed on business ventures at the first hiccup. Easy sold me risk-free riches, shortcut seminars, and late-night infomercials glittering with yachts, mansions, and promises. Here I was at 3 AM, at the end of my Twilight Zone marathon, convinced Tom Vu’s yacht or Carlton Sheets’ real estate empire was just one $399 VHS tape away. Newsflash: those gurus didn’t bank me a dime. Nope, just a one-way ticket to a blizzard-swept night of rumination in a ratty limousine, where my existential crisis woke me up like a Wim Hof plunge.

      What emerged was Einsteinian wisdom, a combat insight into one of the most profound decision dynamics that will determine your destiny: The Easy/Hard Paradox and its default drug, Easy. With snow slathering the windshield, I finally realized my struggles weren’t random or some divine punishment but a consequence. A delayed invoice from years of Easy, now due.

      I was a victim of my own choices.

      I was the maestro of my slow-motion implosion.

      I was a casualty of the Paradox and its default combat tactics, letting Easy run my decision-making operating system, feral and without resistance. Easy was winning the war and setting the terms of surrender. So I made a decision that night: not to Choose Hard and die, but to Choose Hard and live. How?

      I asked myself a question, cracked open a map, and my world: If I could live anywhere in the country, even if it meant sleeping in my car or washing dishes, where would I live?

      The answer was Phoenix. Glorious sunshine, heat, and my dreams of turquoise pools and purple Lamborghinis.

      So I bolted.

      I packed my car, kissed Chicago and the family goodbye, and drove across the country with $900 in my pocket and no plan.

      Once in Arizona, I faced more Hard choices, such as learning high-value skills like programming and website development, even though the easier option was to hit the club and party. Choices like overcoming my introverted fears and picking up the rattlesnake to make cold calls, respond to customers, and interact with people in general. Choices like hiring my first employee, pivoting my business model, selling my company, and, later, not spending a fortune when I started making one were all harder paths that defied Easy and fostered growth.

      But it wasn’t all glory.

      I occasionally relapsed, and Easy won some battles, like the time I blew most of my cash on a candy-apple Corvette and the time I went “all in” on tech stocks right before the dot-com implosion. But, as before, I learned, and soon Brekkian pitches became propaganda. The more I swapped Easy for Hard, the more life rewarded me. From that moment to now, I’ve lived an exceptionally Easy life, similar to that of British royalty or a criminal cartel boss. Understanding the Easy/Hard Paradox was the catalyst for my transformation. Again, here it is:

      
        
          	
        Choosing Easy: I’m punished with persistent hardship.
      

      	
        Choosing Hard: I’m rewarded with persistent ease.
      

      

      

      The idea is simple; execution is not. Why? Because in the heat of battle, Easy feels like heaven but turns into hell. Conversely, Hard feels like hell but eventually becomes heaven. The paradox isn’t metaphorical, hyperbolic, or some cannabis-induced invention of MJ DeMarco; it’s the law of the land. Visually, the paradox looks like Figure 2A:

      
        
          [image: The Easy/Hard Paradox: Get the Chosen Opposite]
        

        2A:The Easy/Hard Paradox: Get the Chosen Opposite

      

      Use it, or have it used against you.

      EASY’S TREASONOUS SPIES

      Imagine going into an amusement park and being told the rides are off-limits. This is what resistance to Easy feels like. Its temptations are unmatched. Its militaristic assault is relentless, aggressive, and merciless. Easy wears many disguises, with drug-dealing spies embedded on multiple flanks, ranging from our mental gymnastics to “hacks” promoted by influencers chasing clicks to monetize. Here are just a few spies betraying your future.

      
        
          	
        The “it tastes good” Easy.
      

      	
        The “I don’t have time” Easy.
      

      	
        The “It’s a sure thing.” Easy.
      

      	
        The “I want it now” Easy.
      

      	
        The “I don’t feel like it” Easy.
      

      	
        The “I’ll worry about it later” Easy.
      

      	
        The “you only live once” Easy.
      

      	
        The “it won’t happen to me” Easy.
      

      	
        The “everyone’s doing it” Easy.
      

      

      

      All of these spies use deception like a Trojan Horse, attacking your Power with the promise of an easier life. Yep, lions, tigers, and bears, oh my! Once inside, the payload of Hard is unleashed, but it won’t be a horde of evil flying monkeys. Instead, it will be an assault on your dreams, health, and purpose from within. Easy ambushes are common, but too often you invite it in, toast it, hand it the lit match, and then wonder why your life burns down.

      In the case of that sugar-soaked margarita, it seems dressed for fun, friendship, and Friday freedom. But make no mistake: it’s Josef Goebbels circa 1945, smiling through a lie and insisting the Reich is winning while Berlin burns behind him. While I mentioned alcohol as a literal poison, Easy is a figurative one, allowing the Easy/Hard Paradox to do its dirty work. Its prison is tyranny, whether it’s poverty, disease, or, in my case, a neck that never feels right.

      And right now, someone is poisoning themselves. Maybe it’s you. Not just once or twice, but all day, every day. Tomorrow, you’ll continue this madness, sometimes switching drugs or sticking to your favorite. While there are many strains of Easy, ranging from the processed junk you’re shoving into your mouth to the phone glued to your face to the reckless gambling bets that never pay off, most people are addicted to it. And when the inevitable Hard consequences show up (anxiety, disease, and depression), you’ll search for a new drug to fix the damage caused by the last one.

      Sorry, but the chasm swallowing your life isn’t capitalism; it isn’t Donald Trump, George Soros, or your run of bad luck at the casino; it isn’t your university that sold you a lie and then handed you a $90,000 philosophy degree—it’s the charming drug of Easy.

      THE PLIGHT OF MODERN DECISION-MAKING: WORKING HARD TO FIND EASY

      There’s a special kind of madness I often see—people who hustle their asses off yet avoid doing the one thing that truly works.

      They work hard, but not on what matters.

      They work hard looking for shortcuts, silver bullets, and step-by-step hacks.

      They work hard at finding Easy.

      They’ll scour the internet for a fat-burning miracle pill or the latest “as seen on TikTok” device that zaps belly fat while they’re couch-locked. No sweat. No sacrifice. No results. Hard is nowhere to be found because Easy’s drug is running the show. And surprise! They’re still overweight, and the thin clothes are still buried in the attic, gathering dust.

      You see, working hard to avoid Hard isn’t the same as Choosing Hard.

      These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.

      The Hard choice, the real choice, is the silver bullet you’ve been looking for.

      Daily exercise. Nutritionally dense food. Disciplined eating. Glucose control. Consistency over irregularity.

      But once again, Easy sells. Yet, Hard is what works. It gets results.

      The other offers bring regrets, shame, lost parlays, and a collection of broken promises from influencers with affiliate links. As an entrepreneur, I’ve seen this head-shaking pattern so often that I’m amazed I haven’t yanked out all my hair. For over 15 years, I’ve been neck-deep in the hopes and illusions of countless aspiring entrepreneurs. I’ve watched this movie play out so often that it’s like watching another horror film moron hiding in the basement instead of running out the front door.

      The story goes like this: people work their tails off, but not to build a real business. They work hard to find an easy business. A shortcut. A step-by-step blueprint with no risk, discomfort, or obstacles. And, of course, thanks to the YouTube guru and his $10,000 training, they believe they’ve found it. Like a broke gambler chasing a hot slot machine, they drag the Trojan Horse into their camp, hoping this time the miracle will emerge. Take this post from my forum, a shining example of that mindset:

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Does the path to wealth have to be difficult or hard? Must we assume anything easy is a scam or subpar? Why does this have to be hard? Show me the rulebook—I want to question the author!7

      

      

      Is this a question or a confession? It’s someone desperately searching for something that doesn’t exist, and they’ll work their asses off to find it. You can bet they’ve already dabbled in turnkey grinds like dropshipping, crypto coins, or some half-baked side hustle that promises riches by next Tuesday with one Facebook ad. Yep, they’re working hard—hard at digging for a unicorn in a pile of horse shit.

      You can choose to believe in leprechauns and million-dollar mentorships with Elon Musk just because you followed him on X, but you can’t choose them into existence. Brian Tracy, a renowned self-development expert from an earlier generation than mine, once said:

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Most people—the bottom 80%—are lazy. They’re always looking for shortcuts. But there aren’t any.8

      

      

      I disagree on one point. The bottom 80% aren’t lazy. They’re rolling through life doped-up on Easy. They work hard, but in the wrong direction. The Paradox has stolen their Power. I know because I was one of them. Easy hijacks effort. It’s like pedaling a tricycle across the country. Is the answer pedaling harder, new shoes, or slick Nike Pro gear? No! It’s about getting off the damn tricycle and riding a machine that actually works. That’s the first lesson of the Easy/Hard Paradox: you can’t fix a problem until you recognize it.

      Is the problem not pedaling hard enough? Or is it that you’re pedaling a plastic toy with zero horsepower?
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        The Plight of Modern Decisions: Working Hard for Easy

      

      In The Art of War, navigating life’s battles while drugged up on Easy is like fighting with sticks and stones. Fighting harder, longer, and reading 900 books on mindset won’t change the weak weapons you’re armed with, especially when the enemy has guns, tanks, and missiles.

      Worse, the Shadow War is waging brilliant psychological warfare, a campaign of deception so effective that it’s rebranded “Hard” as “Harm.” Thanks to a debauched culture, difficulty has been rebranded as the enemy. Life’s normal and necessary friction, which builds resilience, character, and strength, has been pathologized. It’s been redefined as a dangerous, toxic force that must be avoided or it will trigger depression.

      The language of this war is Machiavellian. Clinical terms have been hijacked from the realm of severe trauma and repurposed as weapons in daily life. A dissenting opinion is no longer just a disagreement; it’s a “verbal attack.” Feeling uncomfortable isn’t a sign of growth; it’s evidence that you’re stuck in an “unsafe space” or that you need to set boundaries. An adversarial idea isn’t something to be debated; it’s a “micro-aggression” to avoid. Oh, you need a safe space? No, Easy has conditioned you to be so weak that you’ve never learned to handle a single tough idea that wasn’t curated for you by an algorithm on your phone.

      Mental health has shifted from people struggling with legitimate trauma, such as PTSD, to people who can’t cope with life because someone botched their pronouns. No, your boss isn’t a bitch, and your workplace isn’t toxic; you can’t handle Hard, and Easy has shriveled your resilience muscle into a sun-dried prune.

      This has created a generation of emotional hemophiliacs, people so delicate they risk bleeding out from the slightest mosquito bite of a contrary viewpoint. “Safe spaces” are prisons in the Shadow War, padded cells that shield you from the terrifying reality of a world that doesn’t share your opinion.

      Coping skills? Completely annihilated.

      Resilience? Blitzed beyond recognition.

      Embracing difficulty? Vigorously avoided like the Black Plague.

      This manufactured fragility benefits Easy’s war mongers. A population terrified of discomfort makes the perfect prisoners of Easy… easy to sell to, easy to distract, and easy to control.

      If you’re struggling, cut yourself some slack. It’s not all your fault. Easy runs the show while the Easy/Hard Paradox finishes the job. Remember, culture wants you to fail because failures are drug-addled consumers with strong credit lines and weak defenses. Easy is the drug that keeps coffers full and hopes alive. You bet. It’s a grand conspiracy hiding in plain sight.

      If you’re not pissed off, you should be.

      I was. But now I feel like an alien on this planet, like a detoxed Onaran who has exposed the Brekkian scam. I’m cursed with the clarity to watch everyone fight to the death to defend the very chains that enslave them.

      Wake the hell up.

      THE DEFCON TEST: WHAT IS YOUR DECISIONAL FALLOUT CONDITION?

      In American military slang, DEFCON stands for Defense Condition, a five-level scale measuring war readiness. DEFCON 5 is peace. Levels 4 through 2 represent the rising specter of war. DEFCON 1? That’s full-blown war. And if it’s nuclear, it’s annihilation.

      In your personal conflict between Easy and Hard, you also have a DEFCON. Here, it indicates your Decisional Fallout Condition, a snapshot of how compromised, secure, or completely screwed up your life is based on your decisions so far.

      Is your life a fortress at DEFCON 5, with walls solid and defenses robust? Or are you circling DEFCON 1, on the verge of destruction by war or an iron bridge?

      To determine your Decisional Fallout Condition, you don’t need a Navy SEAL dropout-turned-YouTuber or some TikTok life coach whose biggest challenge was cashing his trust-fund check. You need one minute of raw honesty and 25 questions. If the answer isn’t a crystal-clear YES, as if you were confessing your age, it’s a NO. Do not fudge, fib, or flail on the balance beam of mental gymnastics.

      Consider this just another small battle in the Shadow War.

      Bullshitting yourself is Easy and a loss.

      Telling yourself the truth is Hard. And a win.

      Let’s get started.

      THE DEFCON TEST - YOUR DECISIONAL FALLOUT CONDITION

      
        
          	
        Do you need to lose more than 20 lbs of excess body fat?
      

      	
        Is more than half the food you eat processed? Hint: Fruits, vegetables, seeds, nuts, legumes, fish, and lean meats are not processed.
      

      	
        If your 10-year-old self saw you today, would they be disappointed in the life you lead and uninspired by what you’ve accepted?
      

      	
        Are you currently taking prescription meds to manage lifestyle-driven conditions?
      

      	
        Do you have any legal addictions: sugar, caffeine, nicotine, gambling, social media, porn, alcohol, weed, or gaming? Hint: Every day is an addiction.
      

      	
        Do you carry a credit card balance month to month?
      

      	
        If your income vanished for three months, would your life spiral into chaos?
      

      	
        Is your retirement fund zero, or a plan based on “someday,” an inheritance, or a utopian fantasy?
      

      	
        Is your net worth negative?
      

      	
        Is your credit score under 700?
      

      	
        Have you lost more than $1,000 gambling on crypto, meme stocks, or sports bets in the past 3 months?
      

      	
        Do you lack two close friends with whom you can be fully honest at any time?
      

      	
        Do you have a pattern of staying in loveless, unsupportive, or strained relationships long after you know they’re over?
      

      	
        Is your primary method of resolving conflict to “win” the argument?
      

      	
        If you had an unscheduled, quiet hour with no phone or computer, would you feel intense boredom or anxiety?
      

      	
        Do you lack inner peace and struggle with anxiety, depression, or nihilism?
      

      	
        Do you regularly consume outrage-focused media (political news, culture war commentary, etc.) that leaves you feeling angry or fearful?
      

      	
        When you make a mistake or fail, is your first instinct to blame external factors or other people?
      

      	
        Is your self-worth tied to the car you drive, the designer clothes you wear, or social media validation?
      

      	
        Are you afraid of what others think or say about you?
      

      	
        Do you suffer from the Sunday Blues—dread for the coming workweek?
      

      	
        Do you spend more than seven hours a week consuming passive entertainment like sporting events, video games, or social media?
      

      	
        Have you gone a whole month without doing four things that frightened or challenged you?
      

      	
        Has it been over a year since you intentionally learned a new skill outside of work or school?
      

      	
        Do your wildest dreams feel dead, unrealistic, or unreachable, especially within the next 5–10 years?
      

      

      

      Your DEFCON Results

      Answer YES or NO to all 25 questions. Each YES is a precision strike from Easy in your territory, while a NO is a solid defense.

      
        
          	
        Step 1: Total your NO answers.
      

      	
        Step 2: Multiply by 4. (That’s your score out of 100.)
      

      

      

      
        
        Formula:

        Your Defcon Score =

        ([Sum: NO answers] × 4)

      

      

      
        
        Example:

        20 “NO” = 80 Defcon Score

      

      

      Examine the list below to get your DEFCON Level.

      DECISIONAL FALLOUT SCORE (DFS)

      
        
          	
        96,100  (DEFCON 5): Wow. You’re a powerful bad-ass winning the Shadow War through domination. Easy doesn’t have a chance.
      

      	
        92 (DEFCON 5): You’re dialed in. Your best self is running the show, and fear is often conquered. Easy rarely runs through your veins.
      

      	
        88 (DEFCON 4): You’re ahead of most, but there’s some room for improvement, as you are not operating at full Power.
      

      	
        80, 84 (DEFCON 4): Decent. You’re consistent, and Hard is overpowering Easy. But more work is needed as Easy co-opts command occasionally.
      

      	
        76 (DEFCON 3): You’re doing OK. But OK is where Easy gains strength, and weakness gains power.
      

      	
        72 (DEFCON 3): You’re walking the thin line. Some days you choose Hard, but most days you don’t. Easy is the dominant drug, claiming territory.
      

      	
        68 (DEFCON 2): Danger zone. You’re not failing, but you’re operating with a severe power deficiency. Wake up soon, or be conquered.
      

      	
        60, 64 (DEFCON 2): You’re bleeding out in the trenches. Easy has the high ground. Power drained. Annihilation is imminent.
      

      	
        Under 60 (DEFCON 1): Easy owns your ass. You’ve surrendered all power. You’re a drug-addicted prisoner of war. Social media awaits your tirade.
      

      

      

      YOUR DEFCON RESULTS

      How did you do? I scored an 88. Solid but not perfect. I answered YES to questions 12, 14, and 20. While I’m not obsessed with public opinion, I haven’t yet perfected the art of a Kevlar ego. And, unfortunately, I still enjoy winning arguments, LOL.

      If you’re an average person, you’re probably at DEFCON 1 or 2. A DEFCON 3 would be above average. If you scored 92 or 96, which is basically perfect decision-making, I suspect you’re not being truthful. It’s not that I don’t trust you; it’s just that few people, including myself, have mastered the Art of War for Decision-Making.

      I gave Google’s AI, Gemini, the DEFCON test and asked it to estimate what the average person would score. You can read the details in Appendix A. The answer? A dismal 16. DEFCON 1! That’s not a Hatfield and McCoy war; that’s a nuclear apocalypse. Total obliteration.

      Consider the DEFCON test like a CIA interrogation without waterboarding. It demands you confess and recognize your status in the Shadow War, because without awareness, the Paradox administers the Easy drug without resistance.

      Whether you pick up arms or not, Easy’s invasion has begun. The enemy is entrenched, well-funded, camouflaged in comfort and clicks, and armed with temptation. Every day you delay, Easy fortifies its position and then enslaves you to Hard.

      Read on, and it ends now.

      Let’s turn this weapon of mass destruction into a weapon of mass instruction.

      Your choice. Your move. Your life.

      MISSION DEBRIEFING

      
        
          	
        Recall your last “Easy” path. What “Hard” price did you ultimately pay?
      

      	
        Which of Easy’s Treasonous Spies do you deploy most often? How is it currently blocking your next Hard choice?
      

      	
        Reflecting on your DEFCON, where are you pedaling a tricycle? What one Hard choice will you make this week to get off it?
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