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To my wife, who never stopped challenging me.

And to my God, who put the desire in my heart.

The How We Survive Saga

Book One – The Fall

Book Two – Being Hunted

Book Three – The Showdown

Book Four – TBA

Psalm 144:1 (ESV)

Blessed be the Lord, my rock,

who trains my hands for war,

and my fingers for battle.

“Older men declare war. But it is the youth that must fight and die.”

— Herbert Hoover
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SATURDAY MORNING CHAOS

Footsteps tapped everywhere—echoing down the hall, whispering after whispers. Giggles and quiet laughter sparked through the rooms, tiny feet running in every direction.

“Go to bed!” Jessica’s voice cut through the chaos, half-asleep. John winced; her shout hit his ears like a drum. He rolled over, clinging to the hope of five more minutes of sleep.

But it was futile. Saturday mornings always started like this. John squinted at the clock. Red numbers glared back at him: 8:25 a.m.

Amanda, Sean, and little Layla—John’s and Jessica’s children—were already in full motion.

Amanda, seven, the oldest, was tall for her age with dirty-blonde hair and a knack for mischief. Jessica’s mirror image in looks and attitude, minus the dad she barely remembered. Sean, six, dark-haired and clever, was John’s from a previous marriage—lively, stubborn, and forever testing limits. Layla, the baby, fearless and dark-haired like her father, fair-skinned like her mother, gurgled somewhere nearby.

“Daddy! Daddy! Amanda hit me in the head!” Sean’s voice cracked with faux distress.

John groaned and swung his legs out of bed. “Tell her I’m coming,” he said, voice still thick with sleep. Sean darted out, shouting, “Daddy said he’s gonna whip your butt!”

John rubbed his temple. “That boy...” He glanced at Jessica, murmuring, “The kids are up. We need to get up; it’s almost nine.”

“What time is it?” Jessica asked, her voice threading between sleep and impatience.

“Eight-twenty-six, Jessica. I just told you five times,” he said, exasperation creeping in.

Jessica swung out of bed. “It’s not almost nine,” she shot back, her voice teasing yet sharp. John grumbled, tall and lean, dark hair falling across his brow, brown eyes heavy with fatigue.

He stepped into the kitchen, surveying the aftermath of the night’s cake experiment. Frosting smeared the counter, milk dribbled across the floor, and two guilty little faces stood among the chaos. Chocolate smears decorated both Amanda’s and Sean’s mouths, evidence of their sweet crimes.

“Alright,” John said firmly, voice carrying the calm authority of someone used to handling chaos—years in the army had trained him well for this. “Hush it up now.”

The children quieted, though only slightly. John raised an eyebrow, hands gesturing, coaxing their surrender. Slowly, Amanda and Sean extended their chocolate-lined palms. He studied them, letting the tension settle.

“You know better, man...” he said, giving their bottoms a light pop. Then he covered the cake, took a deep breath, and started cleaning.

Jessica entered, scolding them lightly for the mess, before turning to cook breakfast. John paused at the coffee machine, pulling her close for a quick, sweet kiss. She smiled, returned to the stove, and he went back to brewing.

Once the kitchen smelled of fresh coffee, John knelt by the closet with his slightly worn, highlighted, scribbled-in Bible. A short prayer, whispered in the quiet moments of the morning, reminded him of what mattered most: guiding his family in faith, no matter the chaos.

Breakfast was eaten together, full of playful teasing and laughter. “You prayed over the kids again, huh?” Jessica asked.

John smiled. “Some mornings, they need it more than breakfast.”

After breakfast, the older kids dressed and ran outside, free to explore the neighborhood near family. John and Jessica dressed quickly, gathered Layla, and walked next door to her mom’s house. Family was everywhere, laughter spilling across lawns, and John gradually felt the warmth of closeness he’d never known with his own family.

One evening stood out in his mind: sun shining just right, kids laughing, adults talking about dreams, and John feeling quietly thankful. What a blessing of a day. Thank You, Jesus, he thought.

“Hunny, what are we doing today?” John asked Jessica.

“I don’t know... what do you want to do?” she replied with a soft smile.

Before he could answer, Jessica yelled at the kids, “Get away from there, right now!” John laughed. “Dang, hunny, that was right in my ear!”

“I’d like to get us out of the house—maybe go see Aaron. Haven’t seen my brother in a while,” John said, giving her a pleading look.

“Okay, we can go—but diaper bag first,” she smiled. John walked back to the house, Sean and Amanda calling “Daddy! Daddy!” until he finally knelt down, hushed yet firm.

“What do you need so badly right now?” he asked, voice gentle. Shame and frustration battled on the children’s faces, and John felt a pang of guilt. “I’m sorry... some of this you can do yourself,” he whispered.

Jessica’s voice rang out from across the room, firm yet loving: “They’re not helpless—they can put on their clothes and shoes themselves, right kids?”

“Yes ma’am,” came the monotone reply.

John shook his head, smiling faintly at her confidence. “Of course you did, hunny,” he said.

Finally, the family buckled into the van, bickering and laughing, ready for the day. Christian radio played softly, the streets glimmered with morning sun, and John felt a quiet peace settle in his chest. Chaos, coffee, prayers, and love—the threads of a normal Saturday, stitched together with grace.
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CHAPTER 2 
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AARON

The steak hissed the moment it hit the pan.

Aaron smiled.

The sound was clean. Predictable. Contained. He flipped it once, watching the juices bead along the surface before seasoning it with steady hands. Salt. Pepper. A little garlic. The smell filled the kitchen, rich and comforting.

Cooking made sense.

Heat, timing, control.

Unlike most things.

“Nita, you gonna eat?” he called without turning around. “You need to eat.”

He didn’t say I’m worried about you.

He didn’t know how.

Nita sat on the couch, legs tucked under her, eyes fixed on the television. “I’m not hungry.”

Aaron frowned. “You haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

“I feel sick.”

The words were flat. Distant.

Aaron flipped the steak again harder than necessary. The sizzle snapped louder.

“Did you take your medicine?”

“Yes.” She didn’t look at him. “Thirty minutes ago.”

He nodded once. His jaw tightened.

Aaron wasn’t good with emotions. Not his own. Not other people’s. He could fix fences, rebuild decks, run electrical lines, coordinate crews — but feelings? Those were fog. Unreliable. Slippery.

Except when it came to John.

Or their mom.

Everyone else got steel.

He pulled the steak off the heat and cracked eggs into the leftover grease. The yolks spread and sizzled golden. He tossed sausage into the pan. The kitchen filled with heavy, rich scent.

This was something he could give his family.

Food. Work. Provision.

He called for Alex and Donny.

The boys shuffled in, still half in play-mode. Breakfast was tense. Forks scraped plates. No one talked much. Aaron watched his sons chew.

The world’s hard, he thought. They need to be harder.

Afterward, Nita began washing dishes. Aaron stepped toward the sink to help.

“I’ve got it,” she said quickly.

“I can—”

“I’ve got it.”

He backed off.

Outside, the morning air felt better. Cleaner. He fed the dog. Tossed grain to the chickens. The interstate hummed faintly in the distance — close enough to remind him they weren’t in the country, far enough to pretend they were.

He raked leaves into a pile. Straight lines. Clean edges. Order.

Inside again, he grabbed his controller and dropped into the couch.

In games, rules were simple. Objectives were clear. You won or you didn’t.

Real life wasn’t that clean.

His phone rang.

Work.

He stood immediately, posture shifting. Voice flattening. “Yes, sir... no, sir... I can have a crew there... yes.”

Ten minutes later he had men lined up for the job. Logistics settled. Plan forming. His breathing steadied.

Work grounded him.

“Where you going?” Nita asked when he came back inside.

“Job just came in.”

She nodded. Quiet.

He wanted to say something soft. Something reassuring. But the words didn’t come.

So he left.
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Later that afternoon, when John texted that they were coming over, Aaron looked around the living room.

Toys. Shoes. A half-folded blanket.

“Boys! Pick up your stuff. Now.”

They dragged their feet in slow rebellion.

“Move!” Aaron barked.

Nita echoed him from the kitchen. The house shifted into motion. Counters wiped. Floors swept. Order restored.

Aaron stepped outside and laid meat on the grill. Flames flared up briefly before settling into steady heat.

Control.

Then John’s van rolled into the driveway.

Aaron couldn’t stop the grin spreading across his face.

John stepped out first — tall, relaxed, steady like always. Jessica followed, her energy bright as sunlight. The kids spilled out behind them.

“Hey!” Aaron called.

They embraced hard — the kind of hug that wasn’t practiced but meant something.

“So what’s up, brother?” Aaron asked.

“The sky. And everything God put in it,” John replied with that half-smirk.

Aaron rolled his eyes but smiled anyway.

Inside, the women laughed at them. The kids disappeared into the back room like a small tornado.

Aaron and John drifted toward the yard.

“Talked to mom lately?” Aaron asked, not looking at him.

He knew the answer.

“No,” John said quietly. “You know how it is.”

Aaron did know. But he also didn’t understand it.

“She loves you.”

“I love her too.”

Aaron kicked at a rock in the grass. “She’s all we’ve got.”

John didn’t answer immediately. He stared across the yard, eyes distant.

Aaron felt that familiar irritation rise. Not anger. Just that old tension between them — one who forgave easily, one who remembered everything.

“You know she’s gonna smoke and drink till the day she dies,” Aaron muttered.

“Yeah,” John said softly.

Silence stretched.

Aaron changed the subject.

“You should come work with me.”

John smiled faintly. “I need a steady paycheck, man.”

Aaron nodded but felt the rejection anyway.

Inside, talk turned to faith.

Jessica encouraged Nita.

John quoted scripture — half right, half remembered.

Aaron leaned against the fridge, beer in hand.

“I believe,” he said finally. “I just... it’s not that simple.”

John declined the beer.

Aaron smirked. “One won’t kill you.”

“It’s not about one,” John replied calmly. “It’s about knowing myself.”

Aaron studied him for a second. There it was again — that steadiness. That quiet conviction.

Sometimes he admired it.

Sometimes it irritated him.

They gamed for a while. John fumbled the controls. Aaron dominated.

For a moment, it felt like they were teenagers again — before bills, before marriages, before expectations.

But even then, Aaron noticed John watching his sleeping baby.

Soft.

Aaron looked at his own boys screaming in the back room.

Hard.

Dinner was called.

They gathered around the table. Aaron bowed his head while John prayed. Words about gratitude. Provision. Faith.

Aaron listened.

He believed.

He just didn’t feel it the way John did.

When the “amen” came, everyone lifted their heads.

The evening passed with laughter, mild awkwardness, and small unspoken tensions. Two brothers. Two different ways of leading. Two different ways of loving.

By the end of the night, the yard was darker. The grill was cooling. The kids were exhausted.

And Aaron stood in his doorway watching John’s van pull away, feeling something he couldn’t quite name.

Not jealousy.

Not anger.

Something heavier.
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CHAPTER 3 
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JEFFERY

Scott drifted in and out of sleep as his alarm and phone erupted in overlapping tones — a chaotic symphony he’d learned to live with. The sounds cut through again, sharper this time.

His eyes snapped open.

He rolled out of his cot, slid his sandals on, grabbed his toiletry bag, and shuffled toward the latrine with the rest of the half-conscious soldiers. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. No one spoke.

At the sink, he unpacked with mechanical precision: brush, toothbrush, toothpaste, razor. Steam hung in the air. Water ran. Steel sinks clanged.

Routine.

After shaving and brushing up, Scott walked into the office and flipped on the lights. They flickered once before flooding the armory floor in harsh brightness, revealing soldiers still asleep on cots between lockers and equipment cages.

Most of them stayed overnight during drill weekends. Some lived too far away to justify the drive. Gas wasn’t cheap. Sleep was cheaper.

Scott had recently accepted a promotion at the Army National Guard unit he’d served in for years. E-5. Sergeant. A long time coming.

Jeffrey Scott stood five-foot-nine, two hundred pounds solid. In civilian life he drove trucks cross-country. In uniform, he carried himself like someone who understood responsibility. A strong Black man, trained well, steady under pressure.

“Wake up!” he barked.

Groans.

“First formation is at zero-seven-hundred. It’s zero-six-thirty. You’ve got twenty minutes!”

His voice carried authority now — not forced, not inflated. Earned.

The soldiers scrambled.

Scott took his role seriously. He didn’t let rank swell his head, but he wore it properly.
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By zero-seven-ten the company stood in formation outside under a brutal July sun. Ninety degrees and climbing. Heat shimmered off the pavement.

The NCOs emerged from the leader meeting with the First Sergeant and lined up with purpose. Platoons squared off.

“Company! Attention!” First Sergeant McGee thundered.

“IRON SWORDS!” the Two-Five-Seven roared in response — some louder than others.

A few barely moved their lips.

First Sergeant McGee addressed AWOL concerns first — stern, unmistakable. Consequences would be severe. Then appreciation. Then tasks. Big ones. Small ones. Everything in between.

He nodded to the commander.

Captain Kershaw stepped forward, soft-spoken but clear, reiterating the message in calmer tones. Same mission. Different delivery.

Sweat rolled down backs. Silent grumbling passed between the ranks.

“Why are we outside for this?”

“Just let us go already.”

Courtesy exchanged. Command returned to First Sergeant.

“Dismissed to your platoon sergeants.”

The machine broke into smaller machines.

Platoon guidance. Squad-level expectations. Assignments stacked neatly.

First Sergeant McGee was fair. Respected. The kind of leader everyone liked — unless he was angry.

Captain Kershaw? Competent. Quiet. Out of sight, out of mind.
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Scott faced his section.

“Alright. We’ve got Saturday and Sunday to knock out this list. Take your time. Stay out of sight, stay out of mind. If you’re caught messing around, I’m smoking you in my favourite place — the grave.”

A few soldiers chuckled nervously.

“Don’t mess up. Move.”

They dispersed.

Scott walked toward the heavy equipment bays with a small, controlled smile. His team trusted him. They laughed when he joked — but they knew not to test him.

“Another day on the job,” he muttered. “Buttholes and elbows.”

Private Sam jogged up behind him.

“Hey, Sarge!”

“Quit shouting at me, bro. What you got?”

Sam snapped to parade rest.

“Staff Sergeant Dates told us to go clean the latrine.”

Scott tilted his head. “Is that your staff sergeant?”

Sam blinked.

“...Negative.”

“Then screw that. Let him find his own people. Stay near me. Out of sight, out of mind.”

Relief flashed across Sam’s face. “Roger that, Sarge.”

Scott watched him rejoin the group. Leadership wasn’t always about yelling. Sometimes it was shielding your guys from nonsense.

Inside the back maintenance office, Scott dropped into a worn computer chair beside Staff Sergeant Miller.

“Finally got your E-5, huh?” Miller grinned, boots still propped up.

“Roger that.”

“Don’t get used to this air-conditioning. Privates out there are green as grass. It’s like breaking equipment is part of their job.”

Scott smirked. “They’re new. Can’t break dirt. They just need guidance.”

Miller grabbed more coffee.

“I remember when I was brand new,” Scott added. “Takes time.”
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Released for the day, Scott stopped by the store for beer.

“Games, TV, crash,” he muttered. “Solid plan.”

Inside Walmart, fluorescent lights hummed. He grabbed a twelve-pack and wandered a bit — habit more than need.

At checkout, he froze.

Sergeant Wans.

Scott’s face brightened. He extended a hand.

Wans stared at it.

Not confused.

Cold.

The grin on Scott’s face faded slightly.

After a long second, Wans slowly extended his hand like the contact physically cost him something.

“Good afternoon... Sergeant Scott,” Wans said. Each word heavy. Deliberate.

“Good afternoon, Sarge. How you been?”

“Yes.”

The sharpness in Wans’ tone made Scott’s stomach tighten.

“You okay?” Scott asked casually.

“Yes,” Wans snapped again.

Scott stepped closer, voice lowering.

“Wans... are you okay?”

A long stare.

Then a thin smile.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Wans had always been the conspiracy guy. Complained about government. Mocked reenlistments. Talked about getting out like it was freedom from prison.

But today?

He wasn’t ranting.

He was calm.

Too calm.

The cashier waved Scott forward.

“Sir?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Scott hesitated, then nodded toward his beer.

“Come by. Have one.”

“No, thank you,” Wans replied quickly, eyes dropping to the bottled water and canned goods filling his cart.

As Scott paid, he glanced back.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” Wans said quietly.

Scott frowned. “You’ve got my number.”

No response.

Wans didn’t look at the cashier while unloading his items.
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Later, Scott unlocked his apartment and stepped inside. He cracked a beer before even sitting down. One sip. Set it down. Turned on a movie.

Routine.

Sergeant Wilkins texted around nine-thirty.

Scott told him about the encounter.

“He seemed happy. But mad. I don’t know. Different.”

Wilkins responded quickly.

“Keep an eye on him.”

Scott rolled over in bed.

Phone buzzed again.

“Thanks.”

He exhaled sharply.

Another buzz.

He muttered under his breath.

“Goodnight.”

He rolled over, staring at the dark ceiling.

Please don’t ring again.

Silence.

Finally.

Scott closed his eyes.

Across town, somewhere in the quiet of the night, something unseen was already moving.
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Chapter 4
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Charles

––––––––
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Charles lay on his back beneath the car, arms stretched above him, wrench slipping against rusted bolts as he worked the transmission loose. Grease streaked his forearms. Sweat rolled into his ears.

He’d found the replacement transmission at a parts yard for cheap. Cheap meant work.

“Charles, are you done yet?” Melanie called from inside the trailer.

Silence.

“Charles! Are you done yet?”

He shut his eyes for half a second.

“No! I’m not done yet! I’m replacing a transmission! Do you know how long that takes?”

The words came out hotter than he meant them to.

He exhaled hard and slid halfway out from under the car.

“Why, baby? What’s going on? You need something? You wanna go somewhere?”

Even trying to soften his voice, it still carried edge.

A pause.

“I want to go to my mom’s,” Melanie said sharply.

Charles wiped his hands on a rag. “Baby... the car can barely make it to the store. How are we supposed to drive to your parents’ place?”

The timing couldn’t have been worse. She hadn’t seen her family in weeks. He’d been working long shifts. Today just happened to be the day the transmission finally gave up.

Melanie went back inside without another word.

Charles stared up at the underside of the car. “I don’t get how it got this bad,” he muttered. “We took care of it.”

Footsteps approached.

Three men from the trailer park wandered up, watching him work. Skinny. Hollow-eyed. Jerseys hanging low. Pants sagging. One covered in tattoos from neck to knuckles. Another flashing gold teeth every time he grinned. The third just swayed slightly, scratching his jaw.

“Hey, man,” Charles said, sliding out. “I could use a hand holding this in place if y’all don’t mind.”

“Bro, I don’t know nothing about cars,” J said, rocking back on his heels.

“Yeah,” Slick Pete added, laughing. “Unless you baggin’ and sellin’, I ain’t your guy.”

The third guy just snorted.

Charles didn’t comment on their appearance. He knew where he lived. Didn’t like it — but he knew it.

He slid back under the car and kept working.

Melanie stepped outside again.

The three men went quiet.

They looked at her.

Too long.

She felt it instantly and stepped back inside without saying a word.

“Yo,” J muttered, low but not low enough. “You hittin’ that?”

The other two made hush gestures.

Too late.

Charles slid out slowly this time.

His face was calm.

Too calm.

He walked up to them without raising his voice.

“So what?” J said, puffing his chest. “Yeah. I said it.”

He spread his arms like he wanted a show.

Charles’ fist moved once.

The crack of bone on bone echoed across the lot.

J hit the ground clutching his nose, blood spilling between his fingers.

The other two backed up immediately and walked off without a word.

“Get off my property line,” Charles said evenly. “Before I give you a reason to cry.”

J scrambled up and staggered away.

Charles walked inside and shut the door.

“It’s fine,” he told Melanie. “They won’t bother you again.”

She looked past him at the blood on the concrete.

“What did you do?”

“He ran his mouth.”

“Charles, we cannot afford trouble here.”

They watched through the blinds as J disappeared down the row of trailers.

“He’s drunk. Or high,” Charles said dismissively. “It’s over.”

He believed that.
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An hour later, the transmission still wouldn’t seat properly.

“Man, this is stupid,” Charles snapped.

A wrench clattered across the concrete. Then another.

He slammed his fist into the side of the car. Metal dented.

“Stop breaking it more than it already is!” Melanie yelled from the doorway. “What is wrong with you?”

He shot her a look sharp enough to cut.
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