
		

		
			Reviews for Refuge: A Novel of Lost Democracy

			A powerhouse of fiction. This book was recommended to me by a Canadian retired military officer, and the book lived up to everything he said about it - that this novel is a tour de force, a powerhouse work of fiction from a writer with a distinctive and compelling voice.

			—Max Folsom, Author

			Can the world endure an autocrat in the White House? Refuge: A Novel of Lost Democracy parallels the style of Tom Clancy’s best sellers with all their precision, intensity, and scope. Like Clancy, Schoorens uses war game theory to explore the rabbit holes and dark corners into which narcissistic autocrats might drag the world.

			—Donald Mulcare, Ph.D.

			A dystopian prequel not post-apocalyptic but a warning. This amazing book is frankly terrifying in its plausibility. We can see things happening now that will lead to this. Failure to pay attention will doom us.

			—Stuart A. Halsan

			A Chilling, Very Plausible Novel. A Must Read. A very timely read, and a storyline that is chilling in its plausibility. Super first novel by an author whose work here deserves a broad audience.

			—Mark Holmes, Author

			. . . a shocking piece of literature . . . To summarize my thoughts on the remarkable novel that is Refuge; I would say if you are a reader who is tired of reading the same old books that are lackluster and forgettable, then take a chance with this one because I promise you now that you will not be disappointed! Refuge gets five stars from me!

			

			—Aimee Ann, Red Headed Book Lover

			Excellent and Engaging Read. I am a Canadian living in New Brunswick. I appreciate the author’s attention to detail about Canadian war history and the geography of my province. The story is fictional, but to some of us, too close to non-fiction than we would like. Americans choose their president in democratic elections. The world can only watch and wait, hoping they will select a person we can all trust. Abraham Lincoln once said something like this ‘America will not fall from without, but from within.’

			—E. Ann McIntyre, Author, Canada

			Engrossing and gripping novel. An entertaining, if chilling, journey into a near future when the USA is in the grip of an authoritarian administration. Told from the standpoint of a struggle between patriotic forces determined to defend the constitution and a hardline regime prepared to go to any lengths to subjugate opposition, Refuge paints a disturbing picture of where American politics might be heading if we close our eyes to the dangers. A readable and enjoyable novel with an important message

			—Em Thompson, Author, United Kingdom

			Frighteningly relevant in today’s political climate. I had the opportunity to meet David at a book signing at Root and Press in Worcester, MA. After talking with him about the book, I decided to take a chance, despite my misgivings on the subject. It was a well-written novelization of current events. It presents a plausible outcome of the poor choices we make in electing our government. I would recommend this book to anyone who likes books in the style of Tom Clancy. It’s a mix of politics, military fiction, and spy craft. I think it should become required reading in today’s United States. I look forward to David’s next book and wish him well with his future writing!

			

			—C. Belcher

			Wow, what a story! I cannot believe that Schoorens wrote this book in 2021 or thereabouts, and how close it is to world events today in 2025. Secondly, I cannot believe that an American wrote this story in which Canadians ended up winning a fictional conflict with the Americans. Furthermore, being a Canadian and being familiar with Down East Washington County, Maine, and Western Charlotte County, New Brunswick, where this story is set, one can tell that the author is very familiar with the geography of the area. For these reasons, I have given the story 5 stars and would give it more if possible. Mr. Schoorens, you are one brave individual!

			—R. McGuire
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The Captive

			Victor Holt

			Never had I known the unimaginable, visceral terror that comes from complete helplessness. That comes from knowing I was about to die.

			Since that night, memory’s fog obscured so many of my thoughts and actions. Yet, other things I remember with frightening clarity, such as my first thought upon regaining consciousness.

			Am I alive?

			Pain told me I was alive. My body felt broken. Every joint burned. My head throbbed with a monstrous, nauseating migraine. From my one functioning eye, all I saw was blackness in every direction. Questions came quickly.

			Why can’t I see? Why is it so dark? Blind? Eyepatch? Where’s my eyepatch? I can’t feel it. Was I wearing it? My glasses. I can’t feel my eyeglasses. I can always feel them. Always wear them. I had them on. Where are they?

			As I turned my head left and right, something scratched across my nose. The same feeling came from my balding head and ears. Some kind of fabric, stiff and heavy.

			A blindfold? No. My whole head feels it. It’s a bag. There’s a bag over my head. It’s black. That’s why I can’t see. Why’s there a black bag over my head? Oh, fuck no!

			

			My breathing quickened. I tried to yell, but something was in the way. Something in my mouth.

			A ball? In my mouth? 

			Turning my head left and right, I felt a tautness across my cheeks and around to the back of my neck. It came to me that there was a gag wrapped around my head. That wasn’t all. A string or a cord, wrapped around my throat, sort of like . . .

			Christ! A noose around my neck? God Almighty, what the fuck is happening!

			I reached for my head, but I couldn’t move my arms and hands more than a fraction of an inch. I tried to launch myself up but failed. I realized the obvious.

			I’m held down. Tied down. I can’t move my legs. It goes across me, around my chest. I can feel it when I breathe. Rope? Strap? Tape? But what I’m on moved when I tried to get up. It must be light.

			In my mind’s eye came an image of me tied down to a cot, blinded by a black hood. My breathing jumped into overdrive. Sweat beaded up and ran down my face, stinging my eyes. I felt an icy knife of terror stab me in the gut. I tried to yell again, but all the gag allowed was a deep moan. I fell into panic.

			I don’t remember how long before what little rationality remained kicked in. From either instinct or training, a voice from inside demanded I survive.

			Calm down! Breathe. Slower. Deeper. The gag’s in the way. Breathe through my nose. Slower. Breathe. Yes, that’s better. God, it smells bad. Rank, moldy. It’s cold. Calm down. Think. Keep breathing . . . slower. Listen to my breath. Better. Okay, now, what’s my condition? My status.

			I began with the big question.

			Am I wounded?

			I mentally listed what hurt. Arms, legs. My right elbow, especially. And my nuts. Like someone kicked me there. And a headache that ranked with the worst imaginable hangover. But I hadn’t been drinking that much. So, someone beat me up, but I wasn’t seriously wounded. I know about being seriously wounded. 

			

			Am I dreaming? 

			That all this could be nothing more than a nightmare, a profoundly realistic nightmare, lent me a spark of hope. 

			My dreams are always in color. But everything I see is black, so . . . No. Not dreaming. The black is because of the hood. Hell, I don’t even know if it’s night or day!

			Summing up my condition, I concluded I was alive, unless the afterlife is far different than what they claimed in Sunday School. Someone hurt me badly and left me tied up on something like a cot. Even through my clothes I felt the cot’s stiff fabric. Not a hospital bed. Hospitals don’t put a bag over your head.

			It was quiet. No voices. No sounds. Nothing mechanical like a heating system. Nothing distant like traffic noise, birds chirping, or water running. The only sound was my own breathing. Then the quiet triggered a thought that almost sent me back into a panic.

			Am I alone? Is somebody there? Stay still. Stay quiet.

			A sudden thirst followed. I couldn’t remember when I last had a drink. And that led to another pressing need.

			I’ve got to piss.

			Other than the last resort of letting go in my pants, there wasn’t anything to do about that.

			There was nothing left to do other than trying to remember what happened before all this. I’d been out for dinner. Last night, maybe. I’d gone to Robert’s and ate at the bar like I always do when I’m alone. Can’t remember what I ate or drank. Probably had my usual cocktail, a bourbon old-fashioned. Just one, I think. I hoped. So, I likely didn’t get drunk.

			Another customer was there. He sat at the other end of the bar. Not sure if there were other customers. Nobody sat next to me. I’m not one to sit among others anyway; there’s always someone who wants to talk when I don’t want to talk.

			

			So, the place was kind of dead. Dead. Yeah, not a good word for current circumstances. Stop thinking “dead.”

			That guy. What did he look like? White guy. Sort of heavy set, but muscular. He ate something and watched TV. I didn’t talk to him. He didn’t talk to me.

			Before I paid my bill, I took a leak. Then I went back to my seat, finished up my food, laid out more than enough cash, and left through the rear door to the back lot where I’d parked my truck. It was dark outside.

			Walking out, I started to feel strange. Disorientated. Woozy. Not sick, not drunk, but fucking weird. I leaned up against my truck. Then . . . 

			Something, someone slammed me against my truck! They hit my head and pushed me down on my knees. I think I remember . . . I was in a car! Not my truck. Then everything went black.

			Christ, someone took me. Kidnapped me.

			Whatever self-control I had left me right then.

			Am I going to die? Yes, I am.

			Then came the sound of a gun.

			My name is Victor Holt. Let me make a couple of things clear. That’s my real name. No point in hiding that. Everyone around here knows me. They know what I wrote and what happened to me. Being kidnapped, tortured, and almost murdered will get one on the news.

			Throughout this period of my life, I’ve tried to write down my experiences as they happened. Admittedly, my memory and interpretations are imperfect, especially the night of the kidnapping. Recollections of what happened, what I think happened, and what I want to believe happened undoubtably intermixed. Nevertheless, it’s my best effort. Months of death threats that culminated in waking up on a cot with a guy holding a pistol to your head will do that to you.

			

			I’ve kept parts of this story intentionally vague. Where I live, who my friends are. Road and place names, if used at all, are fictitious. Not a hint, I hope. The story’s location is irrelevant in any case. What happened to me can happen to anyone, anywhere.

			I’ve got another simple reason for being evasive. There are still people out there who want to kill me. No sense in making it easier for them.

		

	
		
			

			
The Captor

			Jeffrey Ford

			I’ll be honest. Watching Holt squirm on the cot thrilled me. I held the power of life and death over another man. Nothing like it.

			The kidnapping worked out according to plan. My plan. Done all on my own. Right on time, about 1 a.m., Holt started to wake up. By then, he’d been out for about four hours. He jerked around, making the cot wiggle and jump. I think he started to yell for help, but then stopped.

			He’ll yell soon enough, I thought.

			Holt must have felt completely alone. I’ll bet he had no idea I was only a few feet away. I kept silent and sat in a corner out of the light. Even with the overhead room lights on, I knew he couldn’t see through that thick hood because I’d tested it.

			Taking him went down easier than I imagined. Luck was with me. On his social media, he lets slip when he’d next go to Robert’s for dinner. In the back parking lot, there was even an open spot next to his truck.

			Holt sat alone at the bar. I took a stool at the other end of the bar and tried to ignore him. I know he glanced at me, but nothing hinted he somehow recognized me. Luckily, we were the only customers there.

			When he went to the men’s room, I got up and sat next to his stool, pretending to watch the sports channel on the television. It only took me a second to slip the drug into his fancy cocktail. A GHB dose of exactly two grams that I’d measured on a decent kitchen balance I’d bought online. By the time Holt returned, I was back in my place. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him drain his cocktail.

			

			They call GHB the date rape drug. I thought about experimenting with it before taking Holt, just to see if GHB worked as advertised. Maybe not go so far as raping someone, but I decided no. I couldn’t risk any complications before all this went down.

			Turns out, there’s no such thing as a “knock-out drug,” like in the movies. Sure, there are different drugs that get someone to pass out, but they’re just as likely to kill. In only a matter of minutes, GHB would seriously disorientate Holt. He might even pass out. Or die if I gave him too much. The best part about GHB, Holt won’t remember much. GHB causes loss of memory.

			Everything depended on timing the dose. Ideally, when he’s nearly done eating. By the time he paid for his meal and walked out, the drug would hit him.

			So many things could’ve gone wrong. And if anything did, I’d just walk away. No harm; no foul. 

			Nothing went wrong. Holt was a mess by the time he got to his truck. He didn’t put up much of a fight. A little rough handling and he was passed out in the back of my car with the black hood over his head. 

			I thought, not bad for my first kidnapping. Guess I’m just good at this.

			When I, that is, we, got back home, I parked inside the garage and dragged him out of the car. Hard part was getting him down to the basement. Pretty sure he got banged up being dragged down those stairs.

			There’s a lot of dead weight in an unconscious man about to be dead.

			

			Holt never threw up. That sometimes happens with GHB. At least I didn’t have any puke to clean up. And it’d been a shame if he choked to death on his vomit. That’s not the way I wanted him to die. 

			Looking at him on the cot, I kept thinking, all I need is two or three more hours, and it’ll be all over.

			Holt’s book pissed off thousands of people. He knew that would happen. He said as much in those news interviews where he ranted about all the death threats. I didn’t need to read his book to figure out he’s to blame. He attacked their way of life, their place in the world. They’re only defending themselves from someone who disrespects them. Holt’s the threat, not them. If there’s any blame, it’s on Holt.

			People say Holt deserves to die because he is a traitor. They like to say “executed.” And like all traitors, many said Holt had to hang. As if hanging somehow legitimizes things by giving his death a sense of legal due process. They go on about hanging all the people like Holt. Make them disappear. Blow up their homes. Kill their families. Shit like that.

			Screw them, I say. They’re nothing more than chat room losers. Nothing but talk and no action from them. Well, I’m not just empty talk. It’s fallen to me. I’m the one who’ll do it. I’m the guy who’ll put Holt in the ground. I will get it done. They never will.

			But why me? Because I can’t believe my life will amount to nothing more than being a landscaping worker or whatever comes after that. I am not ordinary. There is something larger out there for me. I don’t deserve this life. I deserve more.

			Holt’s politics didn’t matter a damn to me. I don’t like people like him, but that’s not the point. For me, a dead Holt is only a means to an end.

			I know, just know, better things are out there for me. Someday, people will look up to the guy they discharged, turned down, and forgot. They will respect me. Fear me. Someday, I’ll get what they’ve cheated me out of. Holt is going to get me to that day.

			

			Honestly, before I went to Robert’s, I’d had second thoughts about being Holt’s executioner. Now with Holt laid out in front of me, it was too late for doubt. I was committed. I had no choice. One thing was for sure, it was going to be . . . messy. Stomach-turning messy.

			About half an hour after he woke up, I got the show going. Act 1. Scene 1. Breaking Holt.

			I moved slowly toward him. The plastic sheeting on the floor crinkled as I stepped closer. If he heard that, so much the better. As I knelt next to his head, Holt didn’t move.

			I took out the gun from my belt. With the muzzle pointed away, I held the revolver’s hammer and cylinder less than an inch from his right ear. I brought the hammer to half-cock.

			That got him! Holt knew that sound! He jerked his head and whole body.

			Full cock. He heard that, too! It wasn’t hard to guess what he was thinking. He was about to die, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

			I turned my gun’s muzzle against his temple with enough pressure so that he’d feel it even through the hood. Holt gasped and screamed as best he could through that gag. 

			Anticipation of death by the victim is an essential step in creating terror.

			I squeezed the trigger. The hammer fell on an empty chamber. Holt convulsed. I gave it a minute to let it dawn on him that he’s still alive. No doubt Holt was relieved and surprised that there was no shot. 

			Holt went silent. Again, I half-cocked the hammer and silently counted to five, allowing the sound of a cocking hammer to have its effect on Holt’s mind. I brought it to full cock and waited again before I put the muzzle against his head again. I squeezed the trigger. Three more times I let the hammer fall on an empty chamber. I wondered if Holt was counting the trigger pulls because by the fifth time, he broke his silence. He started crying. And he’d pissed himself.

			

			Was he thinking I’m saving a round for the last chamber?

			I was. As an added flourish before the sixth round, I put my mouth next to his ear and breathed slowly and loudly. Imagine hearing heavy breathing coming out of the darkness. I thought, that’ll scare the piss out of him. Well, no, that already happened.

			Holt froze and stopped crying. I wasn’t happy about that. I wanted him to cry. I had to know if I was getting to him! He’s got to break. Beg for his life. I wanted him to surrender to me just before I put an end to him.

			The opening scene was coming to an end. I stood up, took a round from my pocket, and slipped it into a chamber. Snapping the cylinder in place, I aimed at the ceiling and pulled the trigger.

			Fuck! That hurt! Stupid! Forgot ear protection.

			Down here, even a blank round sounds like a cannon! For a second or two, Holt must’ve thought I shot him. He was crying again, which is exactly what I wanted.

			I sat back down and went through my mental list of tasks. Just before I kill him, I’ll take off his hood. He’ll see me in my mask. He’ll stay strapped to the cot; no way he’ll have a chance to get free. After I take out his gag, I’ll tell him to read the statement I wrote, confessing all, promising him freedom if he cooperates. That done, I’ll shoot him in the head. I’ll get everything on video. Holt will die never seeing the face of his executioner.

			After I strip his body of clothes, I’ll wrap him up in the plastic sheets and then a big dark green tarp for good measure. I’ll put in a couple of weights and sink him in the bay. Everything will go into the bay, one thing at a time, and in different places. The cot and any tools I’ve used, right down to the duct tape. Even Holt’s pistol.

			

			Of course, Holt’s body will come up eventually, no matter how deep or cold the water is. As he rots, gases will build up in his body, the tarp will tear or come undone, and he’ll float up. Or a fisherman will snag one surprising catch. The cops will identify him, but there’s no way they’ll trace it back to me. Nothing will be on the body to connect him to me.

			Even the video won’t connect him to me. The video background will show nothing but plastic sheets covering every inch of the basement floor, walls, and ceiling. The plastic will also catch any blood or tissue residue. I’ve taken every precaution. I’m very good at this.

			Someday, I’ll let those weaklings know who executed Holt. The video of Holt’s confession, and of me ending him, will go online. Under a fake name, of course. Still details to work out after it’s all done, but it’ll show all those losers that someone, me, had more courage than all of them! 

			With my ears ringing, I went upstairs, leaving Holt to lie there in his own piss-soaked pants. He wasn’t going anywhere, and I needed to prepare myself. Have a beer. Relax. Set an alarm. Watch a movie. I had one of my favorite movies ready to go. 1984.

			Come to think about it, 1984 may have set me on this course. Back in high school, junior year, I think, 1984 was part of the literature curriculum. Turns out, I really enjoyed the novel. Naturally, a book report had to be done. Me being me, getting a rise out of the teacher was more my objective than a good grade, even though I knew I could get an excellent grade if I wanted to.

			I defended Big Brother’s lies, violence, and the use of torture as the best ways to control the masses. I hoped my extreme, but correct views would trigger my teacher into an argument. But that didn’t happen. In fact, I got a decent grade.

			It being the school day’s last period, the teacher had me stick around so he could explain my grade, point by point. My writing style and grammar were fine. He complemented my effort to back up my points with extra research. That wasn’t the end of it, though. He called my essay not only objectionable, but disturbing. He said something like, “especially where you say the O’Brien’s torture of Winston was ‘half-hearted.’” He wasn’t angry; more like he didn’t understand why I wrote what I did.

			

			He should’ve stopped there, but he didn’t. He asked me, “Are you okay? Anything troubling you? Something you want to talk about?” I told him no and to mind his own damn business. Maybe he truly wanted to help me, but I wasn’t in the mood to be pitied.

			Besides, I’d seen this shit before. Talk or act differently than the other kids, and the teacher thinks you’re nuts. One teacher thinks that, then all of them think that. You’re labelled.

			Guess he pegged me as dangerous, like I was someone who’d shoot up the school. Probably it was he who called in the guidance counselors. Down in Guidance, I didn’t give them an inch! I told them, yes, I thought torture was a legitimate tool of political power. Half the governments in the world agreed with me! I ended the conversation with, “It’s my opinion! What are you going to do about it?”

			Turns out, nothing. Not for the essay anyway. When I walked out of Guidance and told them all to “fuck off,” that they could do something about. A two-day suspension.

			My parents weren’t happy. Upset and angry, they reached back to bring up the fights I got into in middle school. Dad asked if I was being bullied. I told him I wasn’t. That wasn’t entirely true. A couple of assholes had it in for me. Why I wasn’t sure. Maybe because I was too much of a loner. Mom asked about drugs. I said I never did drugs. That was the truth, with a small lie hidden inside. I tried weed once and didn’t like how it made me feel. Same way with booze. I don’t like losing control, so even now I’m no more than a light drinker, restricting myself to an occasional beer.

			When they asked how my college applications were going, I told them I wasn’t going to college. That’s when things got bad. I’d never seen them so angry. Screaming. Hands slapping the table. Cursing. Calling me a liar. Even tears, from Dad of all people.

			

			I ran into my bedroom. I slammed the door shut and ignored their demands to come out. After five minutes or so, they gave up. Maybe they gave up on other things, too.

			Having Mom and Dad yell at me like that, I guess I should’ve been pissed at them. But looking back, I don’t think I was all that emotional. Sure, what they said hurt. Nobody likes being yelled at, least of all by your parents. Memories fade, but one thing stands out. It surprised me how little I cared that I hurt them.

			The next morning, I played the dutiful only son and apologized. I used all the right words. We hugged each other. Even as they forgave me, I felt empty. It was just words to me. Meaningless words.

			The words weren’t meaningless to Mom and Dad. They weren’t ready to put it all behind. The following day, they told me I’d be seeing a therapist. Dad put it this way. “Look, son, you need help. Best thing to do is get professional help.” That demand rang the bell for Round Two. More screaming and swearing from me and them. The fight only stopped when me and Dad grabbed each other and started throwing punches, with Mom screeching as she tried to pull us apart.

			A punch to my face reminded me that Dad did amateur boxing in his college days. He still had the skills. Sent to the floor, I surrendered and agreed to see the shrink.

			The first thing I told the therapist was the same thing I told Guidance. Fuck off! Therapy didn’t go on for much longer.

			In the uneasy truce at home that followed, I graduated from high school and tried a semester at a local community college. I worked hard and did well by anyone’s standards because I had a point to prove. I dropped out, telling my parents, “Yeah, I only did good to prove I’m no dummy.” When I told them I was going to enlist in the Army, they didn’t fight.

			

			Six months after that, I was at an Army infantry boot camp. Fort Moore, Georgia. Mom and Dad made a show of how proud they were when I graduated from basic training.

			Eighteen months after that, I was out of the Army. Bastards decided I wasn’t a good fit, or so they said. Administrative discharge. There I was, part of that very small fraction of Americans who enlist in the military. I had high hopes, but they kicked me out! I’ll never understand why they thought I couldn’t adapt to military life. That’s what you get for serving your country. Their loss, as far as I was concerned.

			When I got home, I started with a local landscaper while I applied to the police academy. They rejected me. My discharge status ruined my chances. I knew then I would be paying for my Army time for the rest of my life. I’d have made a great cop. They all knew I’d be great, too.

			So, I had no plans except to keep working for the landscaper while living rent-free in my folks’ place. They’d moved to Florida, probably to get away from me. I can’t say I blame them. I’ve only gone down there once for a Christmas visit. I couldn’t wait to head back home.

			They still call every few days, asking how I am. On the phone, Mom and Dad always seem anxious. Worried. We keep things polite. We’re never angry, but I don’t make it easy for them. It’s like we’ve forgotten how to talk to each other. They always end with “We love you.”

			Yeah, they’re disappointed in me. But I think they still really love me. Do I love them? I think so, though sometimes I’m not so sure. I should love them because that is the way a son should feel about his parents, but when I say I love them, it feels reflexive. Empty. It bothers me sometimes.

			Lately, I’m not even sure I need them in my life. I mean, what have they really done for me? Maybe they’d be better off without me.

			

			None of my high school friends stayed around town. Not like I had many friends anyway. Maybe two or three people I could call friends back then. These days, they probably don’t remember me.

			No girlfriend either. Never seemed to get to a second date. You’d think I’d do better. I mean, I look good. I exercised regularly back then and still do. I’m fit. I’m ready.

			Then there’s work. Funny thing, it’s the kind of job where no one sees you. You’re invisible. Even when a customer thanks me, it never seems genuine. I’m just background. A shadow. They don’t even look me in the eye.

			Work, then home, and back to work again. That’s my life. I keep my mouth shut and keep to myself. Guess I’m a loner. Whatever. Not my fault. Haven’t met anyone that’s worth the trouble to get to know.

			One positive thing. Despite it all, I haven’t gotten myself in trouble with the cops. I almost did when I started at work. One of the guys said I wasn’t working quickly enough. He called me “a sorry son-of-a-bitch.” I came close to beating the shit out of him right then and there, but stopped myself. I told him to go fuck himself and left it at that.

			Turns out, good thing I didn’t hit him. That would’ve brought in the police and saddled me with a record. That’s another reason why the cops will never connect me to Holt. I’m not in their system.

			Screw all that. I don’t deserve this life. Better things are out there for me. Someday, people will look up to me, the guy they discharged, turned down, and forgot. I will get what they’ve cheated me out of. Holt is going to get me to that day.

			Back to the movie. The newest 1984, with Jonathan Hurt and Richard Burton. That night, I needed inspiration. If a movie can help with that, this is the one. Burton really shines in his role as O’Brien. He played it cold and understated, even during the best part when he’s torturing Hurt’s character, Winston. That’s when we learn about their world. A world based on merciless and endless brutal power. No ideology. Only pure power. What does Burton’s character say? Something about the future being a boot smashing into mankind’s face. Forever.

			

			That’s how you keep power. I understand that. All those online idiots don’t.

			When I video Holt’s confession, it’ll be like what O’Brien said to Winston. He must be cured before he finally puts a bullet in his head.

			My name is Jeffrey Ford. That is my real name. No point in hiding that. Everybody knows what I did. I’m the guy who put Holt on that cot.

			I did my best to remember things. I wanted my story to be as accurate as possible. Funny thing, I don’t know why I wrote all this down. After all, it’s an after-the-fact confession. But I doubt I could get in any more trouble. I’m pretty much fucked as it is.

			You know the ironic part of all this? This makes me a kind of author just like Holt.

		

	
		
			

			
The Cop

			Harrison

			Maybe I’m not like most cops. My goal in life is, or was, to live unnoticed. I’d just do my job on my way to retirement. Never dealing with a single, media-grabbing case, like a shooting or a murder, would’ve made me a happy man.

			As it turned out, I would not be happy.

			A little of my background to open the story. I live here in town. That wasn’t decided on any conviction that an officer should live in the town he serves. I’d heard of a decent house in town with room enough for my wife and me, plus a couple of cookie crunchers. A fix ‘er upper, but with possibilities. Long story short, we bought it, fixed it up, and live in it to this day.

			Seventeen years as a cop. Eleven years as a patrol officer before promotion to Detective. All with the same police department serving a smallish suburban community by the ocean. I know my job, my town, and many of the people living here, both the good ones and not so good.

			When I first met Holt, and right up until the end, I saw nothing unique in his case. That might seem strange, as hundreds of anonymous people were harassing and threatening Holt online over his work as a writer. Others demonstrated against him, doxed him, attacked his livelihood, and even attacked him a couple of times. Yet, every time I picked up his case, my training and common sense told me the threats would, in time, fade away if Holt just laid low for a while. Violence rarely results. That’s particularly true in cases that don’t involve the fury family members or lovers can bring. The bad guys eventually shift to a new outrage, a new target, or just get bored. Typically, only the most stupid wind up under arrest. Then again, never bet against stupidity.

			

			Viewing Holt’s case through my prism of rational, professional experience, it was the proper assessment. However, that prism also clouded my vision and blunted my imagination. I refused to entertain the possibility of what could happen. What did happen.

			In the aftermath of Holt’s kidnapping and attempted murder, our department, the state police, and the FBI went over every detail from my case files. In the end, their review found no error on my part. Officially, my reputation emerged intact.

			Unofficially, the Chief later took me aside and said, “Detective, there’s a couple of times when I think you should have, well, upped your game with Holt.”

			Mild criticism to be sure, said with the best of intentions, but it still hurt. I had let the Chief down. We’re still on good terms with no obvious damage to our relationship, professional or personal. Still, I can’t evade the fact that I misjudged Holt’s case. I missed something.

			My best explanation for my failure focuses on a single word. Routine.

			That word describes my career in law enforcement. Traffic details, traffic accidents, DUI arrests, the odd arrest for an outstanding warrant, hundreds of details to high school games and graduations, and maybe once a month or so, a breaking and entering.

			Even in a quiet town, however, a police officer sees people at their worst. The drunks, the abusers, and thieves. That decent fellow you chatted up about football yesterday turns into the guy who beats the hell out of his wife. Or his kid. Your view of humanity changes after a few domestic disturbance calls. They are the most disturbing and most dangerous of calls. When you take away the handcuffed husband or wife, and see the faces of their terrified children, your soul is scarred. 

			

			As a saving grace, the good stories far outnumber the bad. Finding a lost kid alive and unhurt or returning an elderly man with dementia who “eloped” from his caregiver. Such cases buffer me against the bad in this world. They reinforce the worthiness of what I do. For my own sake, I try to keep those cases at the front of my mind.

			At times, I miss the direct contact I once had with the folks around here as a patrol officer, but being a Detective has its own rewards. The forensic work of assessing a crime scene fascinates me. Looking over a scene, identifying the evidence, and putting it all together thrills me every time. Maybe the day will come when all that bores me, and I turn into a cynical, hard-bitten cop right out of crime novels. That hasn’t yet happened.

			Then again, with Holt, maybe it did happen.

			Routine. It’s reassuring. Comforting. And if I’m honest with myself, I let routine guide my casework. Operate under the assumption that there are no original problems. Use the probabilities. Check the boxes and do not think outside of them. What’s the old saying my doctor told me about medical diagnosis? When you hear hoofbeats, think of horses, not zebras. In other words, what ails the patient is most likely the most common problem, not the exotic one.

			That’s how I saw Holt’s case. Horses. Not zebras. Just routine.

			My name is Peter Harrison. That is my real name. Full title: Detective Peter Harrison. I’ve contributed my thoughts and experience to this story as accurately as my memory and case file notes allow. I’m no writer, and frankly, I don’t know why Holt asked me to add my side of the story. At first, I refused when the request came my way. I preferred to let the official records speak for themselves. Also, I was reluctant to reveal how I personally felt about Holt. Then there was Ford. Holt’s idea of including Ford’s little memoir sickened me. Nevertheless, as a matter of duty, I read Ford’s scribblings when I added them to the case file. Ironically, Ford’s story changed my mind. Ford’s words might offer an important insight into the mind of people like him. And be a message for our times.

			

			I’ll start with what I know. A man wrote a book. It pissed off people. And then things went too far.

			Funny thing. I haven’t read Holt’s book. Maybe someday.

		

	
		
			

			Part I

			
In the months before

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			
Remembering What Came Before

			Holt

			Looking out from my living room at the water, for the thousandth time, I asked myself the same damn question. Victor Holt, you dumb son-of-a-bitch, why in hell did you think writing that goddamn novel was a good idea?

			 Maybe I should begin with why I started writing at all. Simple answer, I needed something to do. Retirement from a large defense corporation was on the horizon. Susan, my wife, would retire from the same company a couple of years later. Like typical prospective retirees, we talked about moving to a warmer place and entertaining ourselves playing golf in perpetual sunshine.

			On that score, things never advanced beyond talk. Truthfully, I doubt Susan would’ve vetoed the idea of year-round warm beaches. And I nursed extraordinarily pleasant dreams of relaxing on sunny Floridian shores with my wife. Maybe I’m biased, but even in her early sixties, Susan was still stunning. Intensely blue eyes contrasted well with her short, now mostly grey hair. Never one to hide her age with make-up, Susan nevertheless appeared years younger than her true age.

			

			It was me who nixed things. To me, Florida is a place to visit, not move to. And golf? Golf and fun are two things I can never put back together. After playing hundreds of rounds, I simply grew to loathe that stupid, rotten game. If given a choice between playing another round of golf or dying of a heart attack, I’d likely say, “Well, I’m excited to learn about the hereafter.”

			Travel became our alternative to living as a target for hurricanes. Canada, Europe, and the western United States. Maybe a truly exotic trip to Australia and New Zealand. A cruise or two every year. Throw in an extravagant Caribbean resort every couple of years. We wanted to see something of this world while we’re still in very good health.

			However, in between trips, I needed something else to fill my time. That’s where the writing came in.

			During my career, I’d often been complimented on my writing. Knowing I had the knack, the company engineers begged for my help in translating their horribly technical jargon into something understandable to lesser mortals.

			The engineers knew that simplicity and clarity in messaging were increasingly critical as fewer engineers ascended to the senior executive ranks. The engineers crafted marvelous things that sailed the seas, flew across the sky, and went into space. However, they were losing status to MBA finance cyphers who saw share price and dividends as the only true marvels.

			Though outside the scope of my human resources job, helping the engineers was a welcome break from mundane personnel and benefits work. Though I was a very long, long way from becoming a novelist, the seed was planted and germinated with retirement.

			What to write about? My own military experience? Nothing more than a short story there, if that. Could I exploit my U.S. Army expertise to write military thrillers? That seemed promising. Yet, I didn’t take that obvious track the first time out.

			

			When inspiration, time, and opportunity did eventually come together, my first novel blended science fiction with submarines. I begged technical help from those same prose-phobic engineers. In the process, I learned about submarine construction and operation, naval warfare, and a whole lot more about writing. Book sales didn’t go much beyond the friends and family circuit, but that didn’t matter. To hold in my hands my first novel was an unmatched feeling of accomplishment.

			My second novel did much better. Historical fiction. The King’s Lieutenant was inspired by Belgian King Albert I’s heroic resistance against the Germans in World War I. Inspiration came from my father’s family history. In 1914, Grandpa was only ten years old, living in Brussels, when Kaiser Wilhelm demanded the far weaker Belgians stand aside and allow his army to march unmolested to Paris.

			Albert refused the ultimatum from his cousin, the Kaiser. The story goes that Albert said to his ministers, “Belgium is a nation, not a road.” Historians may cynically dispute that account. But damn, it’s hard to imagine a more eloquent and inspiring cry of resistance.

			As required under the Belgian constitution, Albert took direct command of the Belgian Army. In those early days, he led his outclassed army in a magnificent fight. The Belgians disrupted the invasion timetable for the invasion of France, delaying the German advance by perhaps a week or more.

			Albert never surrendered. Belgium fought on through the entire war, holding on to the Yser Front, a tiny sliver of unoccupied sodden land in the western extreme of Belgium, along the Franco-Belgian border. In a war cursed by criminally incompetent leaders, Albert proved to be a capable general. He was no chateau general, like those men who commanded well to the rear, safely quartered in luxurious mansions with well-supplied dining halls. Albert stayed at the front, within artillery and rifle range of the enemy. His Bavarian wife, Queen Elisabeth, served as a nurse to Belgian soldiers. Albert permitted his twelve-year-old son, Leopold, to enlist as a private.

			

			The Rape of Belgium was no exaggeration of Allied propaganda. German officers, fearful of the Belgian partisans, francs-tireurs, routinely executed civilians as collective punishment. Case in point. In the first month of the war, in the old city of Dinant, panicked German reserve troops massacred 674 civilians. The Kaiser’s army torched the Leuvan University library, destroying its treasures. The occupier’s weapons became hunger, torture, murder, deportation, and forced labor of able-bodied Belgians. They looted Belgian industries and strategic resources.

			By war’s end, no one would have blamed Albert for seeking revenge upon Germany. Yet even during the war, he advocated a negotiated settlement based on a concept of “No victors. No vanquished.” This is when, in my eyes at least, Albert rose to be a hero. A rare rational leader with the gift of foresight. Had the Allied powers listened to Albert, instead of humiliating Germany with crippling reparations and sanctions, and blame, perhaps a greater war would not have followed the war to end all wars.

			Grandpa spent the war working as a messenger boy for the Belgian telegraph service, then run by the occupiers. The Germans paid him in bread, something far more valuable than any currency. When he talked about the war, which he rarely did, he often said, “The Germans kept me alive.” Some might label Grandpa as a collaborator, but he was only a boy then. How could anyone expect him to do anything else?

			For the novel, I reimagined Grandpa, Victor—I’m named for him—as a fictional character ten years older, who joined the fight as a private. Often under fire, he fights in flooded, disease-ridden trenches without relief. Belgian casualties to disease far exceeded those of the French, British, and German armies. My fictional Victor rose in rank, eventually serving as aide de camp to King Albert himself. Wounded twice, my character would survive the war and emigrate to the United States, marry an Irish girl, and raise two sons, only to relive the trauma of war as he saw his boys off to war against his old foe, the Germans.

			

			A year of research went into the story, including a lengthy visit to Belgium with Susan. The King’s Lieutenant was well received, though the sales were modest. All in all, writing The King’s Lieutenant was wonderful fun.

			Publishing both novels was not fun. I chose to self-publish. That means after writing the damned novel, the author faces the added damned expense—a couple thousand dollars—of hiring a company to print the damned thing, all the while trying to walk through a minefield of scams lurking on the web.

			Then comes selling the damn thing. Only in writers’ circles, a more gentile word is preferred. Promoting. If that isn’t done well, you’ll watch a hundred unsold copies in the basement become mold fodder.

			Miracles do happen. Perhaps the book catches on with readers. It gets noticed by a great and powerful publishing house, which then descends upon the naïve author with a contract offer. That does happen. In a way, writers like me live the gambler’s mantra. Almost everyone loses, but somebody’s got to win.

			In my case, Ed the literary agent found me. Steered by a friend toward The King’s Lieutenant, Ed gave it a very good review and contacted me through my author website. I confess I initially disregarded his email, lumping him in with the legions of scam artists plaguing authors. Lucky for me, Ed was persistent. When we finally talked, I realized my colossal oops. Ed had a publisher in mind who’d pick up The King’s Lieutenant and might do the same for my third novel.

			Long story short, Ed saw to it that the third novel, Democracy Lost, was published last mid-November. A small publisher, but as it later turned out, certainly one with greater courage than the big ones.

			

			Matching our troubled political times, Democracy Lost offered a plausible story of the extreme right taking power in the United States. Not through a coup. In the real world, they tried that before and came damn close to succeeding. My story imagined how the neo-fascists learned from their mistakes and took the presidency and the Congress in an election. And democracy lost.

			Third time’s a charm. Democracy Lost made good money. The publisher arranged reviews, podcasts, book signings, book expos, and interviews. It sold well, far better than I could have expected if I’d self-published. Did that result from better promotion? Yes. Partially. However, there’s another reason.

			My ego craved more attention. More sales. Instead of letting Ed and the publisher do their jobs, my greed set me on a dangerous path.

			In a rogue promotional ploy that had its genesis more in whiskey than wisdom, I sent a copy of Democracy Lost to half a dozen way-out-there, far-right members of Congress, accompanied by a cheeky letter saying it was a story about patriots. Only my kind of patriots. Not theirs. The letter was, I admit, a misrepresentation. A lie. But it worked.

			Last week of March, one of those Congressmen posted to his followers that Democracy Lost is “a must-read for anyone who loves their country.” True enough, I thought, but the Congressman got the patriotic theme backwards. My readers roasted him on social media, pointing out that the book was a warning against people like him. Real patriots defend democracy. Real patriots do not advocate for dictatorship. As one reader suggested to him, “First rule of reviewing a book: read it.”

			Another elected right-wing firebrand defended her colleague, attacking me on social media, calling me a traitor and a rat. Stuff like that. That’s when things really took off, for good and bad.

			

			Ed and the publisher were furious at me, but their anger faded away as her call to ban Democracy Lost triggered an explosion in online sales.

			A New York Times review touting my novel’s value as a cautionary tale didn’t hurt either. That may have got me on their bestseller list, even if only for a week. After that came national television interviews, when I made sure to sarcastically thank that particularly nasty Congresswoman. And I am very sarcastic. Sales went up again.

			She fired back, gathering fellow extremists to a rally in her Congressional district. As the event’s premiere attraction, they stacked up forty or so copies of Democracy Lost, dosed it all with lighter fluid, and struck a match. Watching the video, my first thought was, well, that helped with my next royalty check. But the smile came off my face when they burned me in effigy.

			Think about it. A Congresswoman of the United States House of Representatives, sworn to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic,” burned books and then proudly posted the little fascist campfire on her official social media. The only thing missing was the brown shirt uniforms.

			In her followers’ eyes, I became a domestic enemy. And that’s when the bad started.

			Within hours of her post of the book burning rally, the social media threats started. They were brief and to the point, like threatening to cut out my heart and cut off other body parts that I’d grown rather fond of.

			Threat after threat came by email through my author website. More “hope you die” social media comments hit my author social media accounts. It didn’t take long for hashtags dedicated to my imminent demise to show up: #boycottholt. #holttraitor. #arrestholt. #hangholt.

			

			If I am honest, in those first days of their hate campaign, a part of me enjoyed the negative attention. In a sense, it established me as a well-known and impactful author. And as sales spiked, it made me money.

			So, I minimized the danger and ignored the threats. Writing them off as nonsense from random nutjobs, I felt certain they’d give up in a week or so. They didn’t. The online trolls stayed on the attack. My initial battle plan—do not engage the enemy—didn’t survive more than a week. I switched over to offensive tactics. Returning fire at the trolls with both rhetorical barrels. I thought, I’m a writer and well-educated. Use words like bullets. Hit the center mass of their egos and blast these ignorant losers down.

			I learned a hard lesson. Facts, reason, and wit when battling trolls are no more effective than blanks fired in battle. Indeed, my witty responses only egged them on. The threats escalated, becoming more frequent and disturbingly more graphic. I retreated to silence, doing no more than reporting the truly nasty ones to social media platforms and blocking all I could. Perhaps sensing weakness, they continued the attack.

			I was losing.

			Eventually and inevitably, I asked myself, what if one of them really tried to . . . kill me? What should I do? For starters, not dying sounded like a good idea.

			I did what anyone would do when facing the unknown. I searched online for what to do with a death threat. The dozen or so websites I read seemed to agree on step one: tell the cops. So, I went to the local cops with two weeks’ worth of printed emails and social media screenshots.

			I would learn that the police could not make the monsters go away.
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