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ROADS WITHOUT HOUSES:

“Throughout this collection, connections run deeper than geographical location, extending to emotional truths, miscommunications, hope and hopelessness. Rein’s craft—his selective inclusion of details, concise language, compelling first lines and resounding resolutions—makes this story collection feel a cohesive whole. Each of these stories delight with originality, sometimes devastate with painful insight, or lack thereof. This collection is wrought skillfully, told wisely, and will stay with the reader long after the cover closes” ~ Emily Johnson, The Corresponder
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“Everyone who writes short stories is a hero to me. To use an economy of words—and space—to distill feelings while also telling a story has to be difficult. Joseph Rein shows us how it’s done in his debut collection Roads Without Houses.” ~ Mary Ann Grossmann, St. Paul Pioneer Press
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“Joseph Rein’s Roads without Houses is a stunning debut, filled with stories that broke my heart and opened my mind. With elegant prose and unforgettable imagery, Rein brings to life characters who vibrate with the raw truth of human experience. These unforgettable stories showcase Rein’s remarkable talent and push the bounds of narrative convention, expanding our sense of what’s possible on the page and in the world.” ~ Valerie Laken, Author of “Dream House”
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“Joseph Rein’s stories carry the reader behind the closed doors of the human heart, into the chambers that hold secret pain, sorrow, and longing each of us years to share, yet hide. Reminiscent of Charles Baxter and Alice Munro, Rein is a terrifically wise writer who speaks with compassion and understanding for the small crimes and mistakes that are the hallmark of our lives. This is a book for our time, when we are in most need of empathy and the grace that comes from opening ourselves, as these stories ask us to do.” ~ Jonis Agee, Author of “The Bones of Paradise”
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“This is a collection of short fiction, but every word of it rings absolutely true. In these exactingly wrought stories are real people facing real challenges in pursuit of real dreams—all crafted by an author of very real talent.” ~ Liam Callanan, Author of “Paris by the Book”
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the first chapter of YOUTOPIA REBORN by Joseph Rein, the next installment (Book 2) in the “Youtopia” series of sci-fi/literary thrillers.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

The YOUTOPIA Series at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the prologue of THE HOLOCAUST ENGINE by David Rike & Stephen Patrick, the award-winning first book in “The Holocaust Engine” series of pandemic post-apocalyptic adventures.
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“...a chilling community horror adventure like no other, and one which leaves you with a lump in your throat throughout. ...one of the most interesting and original virus-style thriller novels I’ve read in a long while.” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, K.C. Finn (5 STARS)
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The Senator watched from below as Sonya Young’s hand slipped. Her legs dangled suspended, as did her left arm and shoulder. Only the supreme grip of her right fingers kept her from a hundred-foot drop—from assured death.

It was lunacy, pure and simple. Sonya clung like a droplet of rain from the cliff’s edge, and the Senator could only think: Sonya was insane. A woman with a death wish. And so he, too, must have been insane, trekking all this way just to witness her fulfill it.

It began earlier that morning at the tiny airport in a town called Devils Lake, where their plane circled the runway twice because some idiot in flight control mishandled the routine landing of their cramped plane. The terminal was no better, a meager space with one poorly-lit Americana restaurant and dead flies in the urinals. Then came the drive, a pugnacious sixty-two miles of aimless turns and signless intersections that took over two hours. Deer looking to die sprinted before them. Trees discarded their bedraggled leaves onto the windshield like rain. Each mile of naked foliage and dampness, each whiff of that corpse-like smell, pushed the Senator nearer to calling the whole thing off.

“Just a bit farther,” his young driver and escort, just a boy really, said over and again. “We’re nearly there.”

When they’d finally reached the building—Sonya’s headquarters, her business, stuck in the middle of nowhere like some goddamn ice shanty on a desolate lake—the Senator could only shake his head at the pathetic building, little more than a warehouse with metal siding that curled like unruly fingernails. Its fascia sagged beneath a dull corrugated roof. The place had all the aspects of an abandoned storage facility plunked in the middle of woods and small bluffs, a dumping ground where one discovers the decades-old chattel and rotting furniture of hoarders. The Senator blamed himself for having expectations otherwise.

Then, along a sand-colored bluff just beyond the decrepit building, they’d spotted the figure that turned out to be Sonya, clad in all white, her ponytailed hair midnight black. She scaled the crags without rope or harness, with only gloves and climbing shoes and a small pack affixed to her waist. She glided about the rock with an assured, steady grace. With a flippancy toward her own safety that he found despicable. Insane.

Then her hand slipped, and the Senator knew it for certain. Her fingers couldn’t hold; she would shriek, would plummet to the ground, and he would have come all this way just to see an old acquaintance—no, not even that, just a potential donor—reduced to nothing.

She dangled for longer than seemed possible. He halted, realizing he’d been holding his breath. But her body didn’t sway, didn’t falter. The immense grip of her fingers kept her aloft. She lifted her left hand and probed the rock for surer handling. Once found, she pulled herself up, affixed her body to the protruding stone like a spider, and passed the challenging spot as though nothing had gone amiss—as though she hadn’t almost lost everything.

“Whoa,” the boy said next to him.

Though Sonya was too far away to hear, her head tilted. She stopped, steadied her footing, and turned to them. “You are early,” she called, her voice draping down with a soft echo. “I’m afraid that at this point, up will be easier than down. If you will be so kind.”

She returned to the cliff and resumed her feline-like scaling up the pocked wall. Her movements were deft, intuitive. Up and over, over and up, she climbed until, just minutes later, she stood at the top. She looked down to them once more and nodded before disappearing behind the bluff’s edge.

The Senator looked over to the boy, who stupidly shrugged his shoulders in response. Nothing about this felt right. The Senator wanted out. If only he hadn’t come this far already. If only he had stopped it before it began. But Sonya had sounded so elated over the phone, so full of flattery. She mentioned their high school with fondness, though they had attended a decade apart. She spoke with praise and pinpoint knowledge of his voting record on the Senate floor. Her start-up company stood on the precipice of a breakthrough; there would be a speech. She would be so honored if he were in attendance.

His instinct had said to punt it. Many people wanted him to attend company events, signifying their success simply by smiling to a news camera. Sonya appeared to be no different. But then she had proffered her end of the bargain—six figures toward his reelection campaign—and in truth, he let the dollar signs, the opportunity for a lifelong donor, sully his judgment.

As the minutes passed, his agitation grew. Beside him, the boy teemed with restlessness as well, his arms crossing, his feet dragging fallen leaves into piles. “You two knew each other?” he asked, a question the Senator had no intention answering.

Then, from a shaded copse just beside them, Sonya emerged, quick and surprisingly soundless. The boy sidestepped for her as she extended an effeminate hand. She had aged, the Senator had to admit, particularly well. She had only been a child when he knew her, but a youthfulness remained in her face and in her figure—still gaunt, too few curves on her athletic body, sure, but in her forties a woman could better afford such severity. Her almond-colored skin—from a Peruvian mother, or some other South American nation, he couldn’t recall—showed little sign of wear. About her face radiated an effervescence. The Senator fixated on her. Against himself, he wished to know Sonya’s secrets.

“I am so grateful to you for coming here,” she said. “I have admired you from the very start. Inspiring, to see former classmates reach such pinnacles of achievement.”

The Senator attempted to conjure an image of Sonya from memory, some gathering with his younger brother’s friends, a moment just at the tip of his mind, but nothing came. “Thank you. But you can save the flattery. My time is precious.” Then, constraining his sarcasm, “As I’m sure is yours.”

Sonya looked for a long moment at the large-faced watch on her wrist, as though just now realizing the time of day. “Yes. If you would.” Then she turned and led them to her derelict building.

His first step was deliberate, his tent pole into the earth, while his ailing leg followed like a dislodged stake. The red, tender flesh of his upper thigh—a staph infection the doctors seemed incapable of fully excising—called out to him like a warning signal. He trailed Sonya and the boy, fighting to conceal his slight hobble as the pain crawled from his leg up to his stomach, burning into his throat. He tasted a sticky, sickly uncertainty. Sonya’s precarious climb, her headquarters in the middle of God knew where—he had the sense he was being deceived, though how or to what end he couldn’t surmise. He felt part of some elaborate prank.

Everything felt backward. Take the entrance of her building, with an encrypted keypad into which Sonya entered twenty numbers with her delicate fingers, security overkill on a wood door that would succumb to a common sledgehammer. Inside offered much the same, with cheap industrial halogen lights and stains on the laminate floor. Even the air felt artificial. Her few employees—if that was indeed who they were, in khakis and untucked shirts—passed by with little more than a nod. All around him looked less the work of a genius than some arrested hermit. A person out of touch with the world itself.

Then Sonya walked him down the hall to a sliding-glass door, and outside, he finally saw some semblance of sanity: a modern, ostentatious outdoor amphitheater—the grandiose stage at which she planned to deliver her speech. At its head stood a presidential podium. Speakers large enough to broadcast across a space thrice its size rested atop wooden poles. Rustic and yet sleek, it bore the look one gets when pouring large sums of money into false authenticity. It appeared, fortunately, nothing like the rest of the place.

Sonya paused at the glass and, from the pack on her waist, removed a small snack wrapped in featureless packaging. Green, shaped like a granola bar, it smelled of dirty water. She ate in precise bites. In her eyes sparkled the aureate optimism of every person who had ever pitched an idea to him.

“I see,” the Senator said. “With the right camera angle, you might hide the building.”

“It is my vision board,” Sonya said. “You are familiar with vision boards?”

“No.”

“A belief-based concept. Create a board with images of your desires, and your faith makes it true. Some would call it confirmation bias, or a simple placebo effect. But in all my scientific studies, do you know what I have found?” She paused, wanting the Senator to take the bait.

He obliged, though only this time. He disliked questions, disliked the subservient position of asking them. “What have you found?”

Sonya turned to him, her eyes completely past the Senator and the boy. He followed her gaze down the deep hallway, where the lengthy shadow of some unseen person escaped into a room.

“Not everything can be explained,” Sonya said. “Sometimes belief is everything.”

“That is...” The Senator paused, picking his words carefully. “Fundamentally untrue.”

“In your experience, perhaps. For me, the auditorium was always here. It is my living vision board. Today’s speech will be the beginning. I see the world changing, right here.”

He allowed himself a laugh he couldn’t contain. “Sure.” He made a show of looking at his own watch. “But I won’t be in that audience unless you tell me what this—” He stopped himself from assailing her with myriad critiques. “What you plan to say.”

“I’m sorry. I won’t be giving the speech myself. We have a far more prestigious, more eloquent, speaker than me.” She smiled. “But you are right. You must see, as I did. Please follow me to our next stop.”

She continued down the broad hallway. The building, eerily absent of sound, felt to the Senator like some lonely country hospital awaiting death. They passed white doors, some with windows and some without, an office laid bare except for a desk and two file cabinets, a residential-style bathroom, a custodian’s closet.

Sonya finally stopped at a windowed door marked with the word ONE in red letters. She peered in with her hands clasped before her as though in prayer. Similar doors lined the remainder of the hallway, all with similar marks, six in total. These doors, unlike the others, had no handles.

The Senator’s body started. An acute premonition hit him: through this door, Sonya held some imprisoned test subject. He expected keypad entry, another lock from the outside. As if on cue, his leg flared up and he hitched. He steadied himself against the wall. The boy rushed to his side but the Senator shoved him away, thankful that Sonya hadn’t witnessed his weakness.

His fears proved unfounded, as Sonya pushed and the door swung open freely.

“How is he today, Mrs. Haskins?” Sonya asked the person in the room, her tone an octave higher.

The Haskins woman didn’t respond. Sonya waited, and waited, and ultimately Haskins replied, her voice congenial but exasperated. Sonya offered beverages, pastries, a full lunch plate, all of which Haskins declined. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Sonya said. “Please do let me know if you need anything.”

The Senator peered in as Sonya returned. Haskins was younger than he expected, pale, with a stark line where she’d last dyed her hair. She sat at an unadorned table, water bottle and pad of paper and phone and clock in perfect order. Haskins paid no attention to any of it. Instead, her gaze fixated on an impressive floor-to-ceiling, concave, panoramic flatscreen, its near semi-circle bend unlike anything he’d seen, intended to encompass the woman whole. It broadcasted a frantic high-definition video, the camera turbulent, the peripherals disorganized. He saw balloons, a pack of unrestrained dogs, an inflatable castle on which scores of children bounced, a cake with five candles. It seemed to be some immersive home video, a queasy callback to childhood.

“The Observers must be allowed their moments,” Sonya said. “I was hoping you could speak with Mrs. Haskins directly, but that must be for another time.”

“What can she tell me that you can’t?”

Sonya laughed from somewhere deep inside her, hollow and mannish—a laugh at his expense. “Everything.”

The remaining rooms down the hall had identical interiors: the desk and untouched materials and curved flatscreen, all of which displayed different videos to similar effect. In TWO and THREE, a bearded man and an elderly woman watched in unremitting attentiveness, with paralytic stares that Sonya hesitated to break. FOUR and FIVE were unoccupied, their screens showing some rock concert and a police chase. At the end of the hall, Sonya stared through the final window of SIX, at a bald black man in his fifties, with the affection of a mother. She placed a hand on the Senator’s wrist but said nothing, as though the sum of these rooms would explain.

“Miss Young.”

“Their courage,” Sonya said. “It amazes me still. I questioned whether to install windows at all. Since we are in a trial phase, it seemed necessary. Now, I find I cannot keep my eyes from them.”

“Miss Young,” the Senator repeated. “Have you drugged these people?”

“Of course not.”

“Because this looks like some cockeyed mind control thing. Except those videos, whatever they’re watching... they’re ridiculous.”

“No. No, they are the exact opposite.”

“What then? You need to shoot straight here. You’re trying to elicit some sort of sympathy from me. It’s a juvenile ploy. It won’t work.”

“No,” she said again. “I apologize for what you perceive as a ploy. I am, despite my best efforts, an asocial person. What you register as deception is simply apprehension. I have something unique to present the world. I want you to appreciate it as much as I do.”

“How can I do that, when you won’t tell me just what the hell it is.”

“Of course,” she said. “Seeing is only believing when one knows what to believe. The belief is here.”

She raised a hand to the far wall, taking him aback by pressing a nondescript brick that enlivened into a palm-reading entry pad. Aside from the screens, this advanced technology appeared nowhere else, the door and room beyond completely clandestine. The door’s edge separated from the wall with a faint puff of air. She ushered the Senator and the boy inside.

The room’s interior was larger than any before it, the floor and walls a peerless white, so white that Sonya’s clothes seemed to vanish within it, as if her exposed body parts floated in air. The glass desk shimmered crystalline, like freshly fallen snow. Beside the desk stood a life-sized statue of a Great Dane, harlequin black and white and taller than the desk itself, so lifelike the Senator began to think it was a taxidermized former pet. But then Sonya sauntered past and the statue’s eyes shifted with her. The dog was real.

“Hello Kali,” Sonya said.

The dog blinked in response. Even when Sonya ran her hand down its broad neck, across its arching back, the dog stayed still.

“An impressively patient breed,” she said. “Reverent. Almost as though they experience time differently than us. And this one especially.” From the desk, she picked up a short black object, like a stunted magician’s wand. “This is what you must see.”

She flickered the baton and the wall behind her, arched like the others, came alive. It broadcasted all six videos, divided in layers from top to bottom. The boy stared transfixed. Beside himself, the Senator found it striking, beautiful even, like the surveillance system of some strange world not quite their own, a world with a particular sheen. He watched all and none of them at once, the wave-like tumult of the videos hypnotic. Just beside his head hung an analog clock, its secondhand issuing an echoed tick into the room.

With baton in hand, Sonya seamlessly paused the videos, shuffled them until the child’s one reached the apex, then rewound and stopped at the exact spot from the Haskins room earlier. Sonya’s fingers moved purposefully about the baton, her deftness and mastery with the technology impressive. He had seen things like it, but this was distinct—her own.

She expanded the child’s video and sound rushed through invisible surround speakers, filling the room with delighted squeals, with chattering parents and winsome children’s tunes. A mother’s soothing voice overlaid it all, clear through the cacophony even as a whisper: We love you, Oscar. We love you so, so, so much.

“What if,” Sonya said, “you could live in your perfect world?”

She killed the audio. Into the sudden soundlessness flooded the monotone ticking of the wall clock.

“His name is Oscar Haskins,” she said. “He’s celebrating his birthday today. He loves birthdays. Loves seeing his life progress. Loves having his mother by his side, in everything. You see, there she is.”

In the low corner of the screen, the Senator caught glimpse of a pale young woman with bleached blond hair. Haskins.

Sonya jumped to the next video. A pair of hands knitted a quilt bursting with color. People carouseled about the top, some pressing their faces to the camera. “This is Edna Gillespie. She loves to knit. Loves her family. The quilt is for her son Michael. He will cherish it.”

THREE entertained a handsome young man at a Parisian restaurant. FOUR swayed amidst the massive crowd of a country music concert. At FIVE, a hectic video reminiscent of a chase, Sonya paused. “This is William Sanders. His desires are less... conventional. This is not a defect. In fact, he was chosen for this very reason, to prove that everyone—everyone—can live their own perfect life.”

Sonya flipped to SIX, watched briefly, but did not comment. Then she returned the screen to white. “It is Youtopia. Y-O-U. Not just a perfect world, but your perfect world. Because, as both you and I know, our world is wholly imperfect. It is struggle: pain, death, intolerance, boredom and uncertainty. We contract diseases. We lose loved ones. We rape and kill. We crumble under the weight of societal standards. We falter.”

She took a deep breath as if to steady herself. “However, within that world, all of us strive for peace of mind. Our own perfection. That perfection takes unique forms—a birthday party, a concert, and yes, even a police chase. Within our own minds, we can all perceive perfection. In that space, we can even achieve it. It’s only when forced to interact with the outside world that perfection falls apart.”

The Senator looked again down the hall. “Those people out there... they’re not the subjects.”

“They are Observers. Loved ones of Oscar and Edna and the others. Each Immerser is allowed one Observer.”

“Immersers. Observers.” He scoffed. “You know this sounds crazy.”

“I recognize the difficulty in comprehending the process. This is why I needed to show you first.” She leaned forward, lowering herself to his gaze. “It’s akin to what a layperson would call virtual reality, if that metaphor helps. The Feeds are the mind’s eye of each Immerser. It is their entire world.”

“And these Immersers... they’re imprisoned somewhere in this facility.”

Sonya flinched at this. “That is the wrong term. Immersion is voluntary. It is a gift.”

He stepped back to the screen and said, “Turn on the Feeds again.”

Sonya waved her baton. The six screens illuminated, each in order, each much the same.

“The videos are recurrent,” the Senator said. “Cyclical. They’re trapped in time.”

“Time is certainly relative, is it not? At moments, it passes swiftly, like breeze. But in others, it can stretch, refine, become nearly infinite.” She moved over to the dog and passed a hand down its dense, black hair. “Of course, as you can understand, in a perfect world, an Immerser will often return to a favorite place. Take Mr. Nichols, for example.”

She rubbed the baton, and a liquid glow enhanced SIX: sunshine, shorn green grass, fences and bleachers—a little league game. An announcer thundered out the name of a young boy in a turquoise uniform and stirrups as he strutted from the on-deck circle. Hooting, encouraging fathers filled the stands. In the distance, mothers played with younger siblings on a web of particolored slides.

“His son will drive in the winning run. After the game, Mr. Nichols will buy him a hot dog and popsicle.” Sonya turned to the Senator. “Scientists have spent years, trillions of dollars, trying to understand the human brain—psychologists, pathologists, criminologists—all attempting to assimilate the inassimilable, to make the round peg of human consciousness fit the square hole of society. It is something they cannot do.”

“And this Youtopia can?”

“Yes,” Sonya said without hesitation.

An aluminum ting echoed about the room, followed by cheers. The boy rounded the bases with the speed and resolve of youth. As he crossed home, the fathers in the stand turned to the camera with clapping hands and raised thumbs.

The Senator shook his head. “I’ve seen enough.” He stepped toward his boy, but in a momentary lapse forgot his leg—a fierce howl of pain ripped through him as his body stiffened. He leaned into the boy, breathed hard for half a minute or more, until the shriek finally subsided.

Sonya waited for him to recover. Then she stepped forward. “I hope that everything—”

“I said I’ve seen enough.” He shucked the boy. “You believe in your work. Great. So does every moron with a start-up. But what you’re doing here? There’s no future. All I see are civil and criminal lawsuits. Human rights violations. I don’t see success. I see chaos and ruin. There’s no way I can stand in that crowd and—”

“I’m sorry,” Sonya interrupted. “I haven’t made my intentions clear. You will not be standing in the audience. You will be giving the speech.”

The Senator bristled. Then he laughed, from somewhere so deep inside him that it overshadowed his leg, the cloying boy’s skittishness, the clock’s tick. The laugh made him invincible. He chanced a step, then three more, until he reached Sonya’s side. He snatched the baton; Sonya did not resist. Its warmth startled him. He tried to locate a power button, some switch that would cut the asinine baseball game or at least freeze it, but the surface was smooth and featureless. So instead, he reared back and slammed it to the ground hoping it would shatter. But it only clanged, bounced, rolled to a corner.

He raised a finger in Sonya’s face. “I’m giving the speech,” he said, his voice caustic.

“I believe you will—”

“Just shut up now. You need to learn when to shut your mouth and just listen.” He waved his hand in no certain direction. “When we show up, you’re a slip away from death. You take us through this Frankenstein’s monster of a building. You spin some melodramatic web that, for all I know, is covered in bullshit. Me give a speech? You truly are insane.”

Sonya stepped back, but he pursued. He would not let her retreat. His blood ran hot in his cheeks, in his hands. He had delivered similarly warranted tirades to special interest group leaders, to junior senators and PAC endorsers, to his own wife. Some recipients apologized straight off and retracted into the shadows. Others held their indignancy, their desire to be right even when entirely wrong, until the Senator, as always, overcame. He felt the upper hand embrace him. Like a wild horse, Sonya Young needed to be broken.

“You’re a savior to these people? This is a cult, and you, their demented leader.”

The boy looked to him, discomfort in his squeamish stare. The Senator appreciated this—his words were working, even if they hadn’t yet registered on Sonya’s unflappable face.

“I’m leaving. But I cannot let what I’ve seen here today go unnoticed. I am alerting the authorities immediately.”

Sonya finally lowered her eyes. She walked to the corner of the room, picked up her baton and stared at it wistfully. The Senator had, finally, struck her an indelible blow. The show was over. When she looked up again and resumed her erect posture, he felt relieved, reassured that this wouldn’t go the way many of these disasters went, that she wouldn’t kneel before him or cry on his shoulder. She would accept her failure with some dignity.

She breathed in, her neck elongating, her eyes unnaturally large. “May I show you just one more thing before you go?”

He turned to the boy. “Let’s go.”

“Please,” she said, and in her brief pause, he heard, beside the clock’s relentless tick, a soft whimper from the Dane. “You’ve come so far.”

Before he could interject another word, she flourished her thumb across the baton, washing the room in a tsunami of sound. The screen alighted. The Senator turned to it. At first, he couldn’t be certain what he was looking at. But as it came into focus, his pulse quickened and his eyes widened. Sonya’s stare, the pain in his leg, the boy behind him... all fell away.

Finally, the Senator could see.
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OCTOBER 22, 2014 – 19:05:05 ET

Video obtained for exclusive dissemination by CNN; all rights reserved.

<BEGIN TRANSCRIPT>

[19:05:05 ET]

(An outdoor auditorium. Large crowd. Senator from Arkansas enters stage left to boisterous applause. Dons the podium)

SENATOR: Thank you. Thank you. I am as happy to see every one of your faces as you are to see mine.

(Laughter)

SENATOR: But seriously. It is exceedingly rare to take part in a significant historical moment—even rarer to recognize, in that very moment, the magnitude of the history occurring. That day is today.

(Applause)

SENATOR: I will admit, when my good friend Sonya Young first presented this idea to me, I was skeptical.

(Murmurs)

SENATOR: Now, now... I know you’re invested in Youtopia. But it’s important to remember that you did not start there. You arrived at your enlightenment after recognizing the truth of this company’s infinite significance. After seeing. We are here today to help those watching at home begin the journey to this very truth. To our vision.

Because Youtopia is the answer. An answer to a timeless human problem. A solution for depression and suffering, for the debilitating humiliations of illness and old age, for the scourge of crime and pain of war. I’ve had the honor of serving my state, and this, the U. S. of A., the best damn country in the world, my whole life. I’ve faced many adversaries, all of which seemed unique at the time. But now I see they were not. Now I see that these problems, every single one of them, will be solved by Sonya’s creation.

I don’t exaggerate. Every. Single. Problem.

For reasons that will become obvious, Sonya had to keep this confidential until this moment. I wish I could describe to you today, right now, exactly what Youtopia is. I wish everyone knew what I know. But I will have to leave that to its creator. Sonya, your territory, not mine!

(Laughter as his hand stretches out to the audience)

SENATOR: I’m sure she will do so with eloquence. And everyone will see, as I did, its importance. No, not importance: its necessity.

This necessity brings us here, because choosing Youtopia is a lifelong commitment. Once a foot goes in, we will not pull it back out. We will be decisive. And yet, I ask, what integral decision in our lives is not so? Marriage, faith, career path, having children, buying a home—these are all fundamental choices that forever change our lives. In that way, Youtopia is like everything that matters. Everything we hold dearest to our hearts.

You may see me placing my hand atop my tie and tapping gently three times. I do so not out of unconscious habit. With every decision I make, I look to three places: first, to my wife. Barbara, I love you, and know you will approve. Second, to my country. As your Senator, I vowed to affect positive change. My fellow Americans, I assure you that Youtopia is the improvement and change our country, and the whole world, needs.

And finally, to my God. (Quoting King James Bible, John, Chapter 16, Verse 33): “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

Unfortunately, my words—even when I steal from the Holy Book!—are not enough. Not when action speaks so much louder. I didn’t win your votes, and your trust, by talk alone. And so I have decided that, effective today, I will usher in a new era of human achievement. I will pioneer. Hell, I’ll put my money where my mouth is!

(Laughter)

I will follow the longest tradition, the one that has cemented the greatness of man. I will be Moses parting the Red Sea, Magellan exploring the expanses of the world, Neil Armstrong stepping first foot on the moon.

I have decided that today, immediately following this speech, I will myself enter Youtopia.

(Raucous applause)

[19:17:59 ET]

<END TRANSCRIPT>
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​Youtopia Promotional Flyer: Selected Excerpts​


[image: ]




YOUTOPIA

Utopias are a dream. Youtopia is the Ultimate Reality.TM

What is your best life?

Where do you want to go?

Who do you want to be?

***
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YOUR DESTINATION AWAITS!

What if you could live your perfect life?

The key to Youtopia is our minds, which hold stores of wishes and desires far beyond our reach. We want to dazzle in Oscar-winning dramas but loathe the nonstop hassle of paparazzi. We want a World Series trophy but lack the physical skill. We crave an adventurous life on the shores of Alaska, fishing for prized salmon and halibut, but have trouble making even the minimum payment on our credit cards.

Love rigorous debate with colleagues? Binge-watching your favorite ’90s sitcoms? Whatever your dreams—from Nobel Peace Prize to family life on an inherited farm, and anywhere, anywhere, in between—Youtopia can and will provide it for you.

***
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PEACE OF MIND

The world of 2024 can be a scary place: the threat of another global virus outbreak; riots and social injustice; endless wars abroad; a political landscape so polarized that we can’t agree on the simplest things; a crisis in our world’s climate destined to get worse.

The truth is simple: the world is indeed getting worse. It is not what we once knew, what we loved. Most of us wonder if we can ever get back to the good life. Will it ever be safe to do so? Is it even possible?

There is hope, because in Youtopia, the answer is: yes. Yes. So many times, yes.

***
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THE SCIENCE

We could bore you with the science behind Youtopia (and in fact, our Science Team, headed by visionary Sonya Young, would love to do just that. They are geeks to the extreme!). But the truth is, happiness isn’t a scientific equation. There exists no special key to unlock a giant treasure chest of contentment. The answer lies in each of our minds, where hopes and dreams clash against concerns and nightmares, where the drive to be great fights the never-ending battle against the fear of not being good enough.

To simplify: Youtopia is a complete mindscape experience that supplants your reality with one of your mind’s own choosing. Your deep, beautiful mind is your guide. It takes you where you want—no, where you need—to go.

***
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PRICING

You’re likely wondering:


1) How preposterously expensive must a perfect world be? and;

2) Can only the top 1% afford such luxury?



The answers are, simply:


1) Not as much as you would think, and;

2) Absolutely not.



Unlike some medical options, Youtopia is meant for everyone, not just those with accumulated or generational wealth. We have an incredibly talented Finance Team to ensure that everyone who wants to be a part of Youtopia can live a perfect life.

***
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FAQs

You have questions. Of course you do! Any lifelong change is scary. Think of all those recent technological advances we live with every day: voice and facial recognition, smartphones, drone delivery, chatbots and other automation technologies. Unlike those other ubiquitous lifestyle changes, however, Youtopia is completely your choice and completely yours.TM

You keep mentioning Youtopia like it’s some vacation island. It sounds more like a virtual reality headset.

Okay, so this isn’t exactly a question. And on the first one! But the virtual reality analogy can be useful. Youtopias are places of permanent suspension that exist within each Immerser’s mind. Our technicians do not create the landscapes within Youtopia—the only limitation is the mind itself.

Can I choose my Youtopia?

In a way, that’s exactly what you do! Your unconscious mind is the pilot. It takes you where you want to go.

Can I bring my dog into Youtopia?

We all love our pets! And rest assured, they’re likely to join you in Youtopia. In fact, any beloved pets that have passed may well return. It all depends on your mind’s desires.

Can my wife and I enter Youtopia together?

We love our spouses too! And you both may enter your own, unique Youtopia. However, Youtopia by design cannot be a shared space. Think of it this way: you both sit on the couch one relaxing Saturday evening and can’t decide on a movie. You want the cool new superhero action flick, while your wife wants rom-com. The very notion of Youtopia posits that we cannot have a perfect world when simultaneously attempting to please ourselves and others. Perfection lies in singularity.

What kind of quality control does this thing have?

A lot. More than we can tell you, in fact. Our system has built-in regulators and monitors to keep your experience secure 24/7. You may also designate one Observer, a person who has access to a local, safeguarded Youtopia Office to view your Feed and ensure we are always meeting your needs.

There’s so much in my life I would have to square up before even considering this. Does Youtopia help with this?

Yes. Many times, yes! We help with 100% of your move from the corporeal world to Youtopia. This phase, your Evolution, begins with alerting everyone in your life of your impending Immersion—a task that seems Herculean but, thanks to social media, is often the easiest part of Evolution. From there, our Legal, Finance, and Medical Teams assist you and your loved ones in preparing for the future. You create a will—or utilize a current one—to secure your assets. But think of this: instead of drearily considering your demise, you will be celebrating the start of your best life!

Can I cancel Youtopia?

The short answer is yes, though the question is more complex than it seems. Youtopia relies on complete Immersion. In other words, for Immersers, Youtopia becomes reality. It is your world, through and through. Because it is perfect, you will experience no moments of discord or discombobulation. Thus, no Youtopia Immerser has ever had reason or desire to “cancel” the program and Reintegrate into society.

I have a debilitating illness. Will my health insurance cover part or all of the costs?

Or you might be asking, why would insurance cover this at all? But consider the average medical costs of a typical American. In 2023 alone, we spent 3.9 trillion dollars on health care. Most of us will spend more than half a million dollars alone in our lifetimes. Keep that same adult Immersed in Youtopia for 100 years, and you could significantly reduce that cost.

An added bonus: since Immersers’ bodies are entirely shielded from pathogens or preventable illnesses, and are under constant medical observation, we have discovered that those with preexisting conditions actually increase their life expectancy in Youtopia. So in a way, we are literally saving lives!

But we haven’t answered the original question. And it is, as of right now, unfortunately: no, not yet. But sunshine peeks its head on that horizon. Sonya Young and her team are working diligently with Washington to enact a bill that would make Youtopia covered by all major insurance providers. Watch the news, watch Congress, and check with your insurance company.

***
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TESTIMONIALS

Still unsure? We get it. Hearing from the company itself can only take you so far. So here are some unpaid, unprompted testimonials* from Observers of current Youtopia Immersers:

~~~
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“My 77-year-old father was a jovial man throughout his whole life, but he suffered greatly when my mother died. They grew up together, married in college. After fifty years together, they still held hands during Wheel of Fortune every night. They prayed twice daily. It’s hard to believe, but my dad hadn’t made a single meal on his own in half a century! After Mom passed, he spoke of little other than dying himself so he could see her again. It is hard, unspeakably hard, to see a man you so revere reduced to such violent depression. He spoke of nothing but a “better place” awaiting him. Well, he’s found that better place, and it isn’t heaven. It is what Sonya Young created. We would pay ten times what you charge for this. (Though please don’t make us!) From our family to yours: our deepest, deepest gratitude.”

~ Melinda, 52, of Ann Arbor, Michigan

~~~
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“Of course I was skeptical at first. I mean, a perfect world? Bro. But then my buddy Lane tried it out, and he asked me to be his Observer. I was like, what? But now I see he was giving me an amazing gift: the gift of erasing my doubt. I mean, when I saw Lane in his [content deleted to protect privacy], I was immediately hooked. Once I get my affairs in order, I’m going straight to Youtopia myself. I’m literally counting down the days.”

~ Henrick, 25, of Huntington, Indiana

~~~

[image: ]


“I suggested it to Carol the minute I saw the Super Bowl ad. She had chronic back pain, and then an opioid addiction, and then more pain. Pain was her life. But pain is in the mind, right? That was my immediate thought when I heard Sonya. If you can live in your own mind, you can live pain-free. And sure enough, Carol is now finally living the life she deserves, her full life, because of you all at Youtopia.”

~ Justine, 44, of Asheville, North Carolina

~~~
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*Testimonials included are unsolicited emails written to feedback@lifeinyoutopia.you. Since every Youtopia differs, the specifics herein in no way represent the entirety of the Youtopia experience.

***
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CONTACT US TODAY

Scan the QR code, email us at info@lifeinyoutopia.you, or call 1-555-YOU-TOPIA for a free, no-hassle consultation to find out if Youtopia is right for you. (Hint: it is!)

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1​
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“Funny you should ask,” the man across from Ana said. “I’ve never given it any real thought.” His nametag read Brad, though in his rushed handwriting the B looked decidedly like a P. His body was muscular but squat, his neck as wide as his face. And yet he was handsome, strong. She wondered, as she did so often with attractive, seemingly well-adjusted men who sat across these tables from her at the Copper Rock Pub, what lurked beneath. They likely wondered the same.

“Not once?” Ana said. “Come on. Impossible.”

Prad sipped a dirty martini, the mossy liquid swaying in the low light. He admired the glass like a lover. As he set it down, he adjusted his sleeve cuffs to just such a length. “Never. Youtopia is for suckers. People who can’t handle the real world.” He reached out a manicured hand and placed it atop hers, steadying the fidgeting she hadn’t even known she was doing. “I mean, you agree with me, right? You’re here.”

His hand gave a pleasant squeeze, his workout callouses abrading her in the right places, his face beaming with youthful honesty, and so she decided to take him home. To let him stay the night. She imagined his body would look good awash in the moonlight spilling through her window. She imagined his breath, hot and sharp with olive.

Then the bell sounded. All the men along the line stood and began their awkward leftward shuffle. Prad retrieved his hand. “It’s been nice. Ana, is it? Best of luck. These things are so hit or miss.” He offered a curt smile, and then dove headfirst into the waters of the buxom brunette next to her.

The next man up—older, teeth with uneven gaps, patches of gray like feline spots in his full beard—introduced himself and then immediately launched into an earnest, exhausting sales pitch on why they should skip the formalities and begin the necessary work of determining their sexual compatibility. If she didn’t mind, he would go first. He began with his tastes, in order of preference—a sliding scale of what he needed and what he enjoyed but could do without. If it helped, she could think of it numerically, like that pain meter hospitals use. Ana envisioned him delivering his speech in some business conference room, presentation slides on a projector, handouts for reference. With minimal participation from her, he continued on, and so Ana focused on things in her peripheral vision, attuned her body to her other senses. She’d acquired this skill early in life, when she recognized that authority figures—most always male—were going to demand that she listen, especially when they had nothing important to say. High school teachers spouted arcane psychology, and film professors explicated the male gaze while staring at her chest. Finally, her inept FBI superiors droned on about superfluous minutiae when, all the while, the crime scene whispered its own secrets, singing to her clear as a canary.

To Ana’s right, the next and final man in the loop was even older and less enthusiastic about himself. He wore a beret and a sad mustache. To her left, Prad let fly the deep, guttural laugh of a man who had made his mark. The Copper Rock seemed darker than usual, its non-speed-dating crowd minimal, its music uncharacteristically subdued. She’d never eaten here, but at times enjoyed the intermixing, pungent smells of charred meats and brown mustard, fry grease and beer. Now, all she could smell was the redolent florals of the candle on their table, and the warm spice perfume she’d applied just below her neck. Her bearded man mused on his ambivalent feelings toward anal sex, his uneven brow suggesting that he’d surprised himself here, that he was feeling out this part of the presentation. He stopped mid-sentence, and in the pause, Ana recognized the stilted conversations, the slim tables, the candlelight, as the final vestiges of a dying ritual.
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