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YOUTOPIA:

“Youtopia is an exhilarating journey that showcases a formidable heroine determined to solve a sinister murder case... Get ready to be swept away by Rein’s brilliance in storytelling as he unveils a masterpiece that is bound to captivate readers everywhere.” ~ Midwest Book Review, Suzie Housley
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“Youtopia is a captivating read for anyone interested in speculative fiction that explores the intersection of technology, identity, and morality. Joseph Rein’s novel will particularly resonate with fans of dystopian narratives and psychological thrillers. It’s a book that challenges readers to reflect on their own desires and the potential costs of a society increasingly drawn to digital escapism. For those looking for a story that is as intellectually stimulating as it is entertaining, this book is an excellent choice.” ~ Literary Titan, Gold Medal
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“Youtopia... will leave you with your jaw on the floor... an edge-of-your-seat thriller that will have you questioning what is and isn’t real... This is one of the best sci-fi books I have ever had the pleasure to read, something very different in the genre...” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Anne-Marie Reynolds (5 STARS)
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“...every moment is filled with suspense and intrigue from the start. Rein’s masterful storytelling drew me into a gripping narrative... highly original but also realistically executed...” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, K.C. Finn (5 STARS)
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“Youtopia is a fun, exciting, and, most importantly, thought-provoking read... This is a unique premise for a novel and one that I thoroughly enjoyed. I highly recommend this read.” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Grant Leishman (5 STARS)
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YOUTOPIA REBORN:

“A Thrilling and Thought-Provoking Adventure! – Youtopia Reborn is an absolute page-turner that combines mystery, sci-fi, and heart-pounding suspense in a way that feels incredibly relevant to today’s world. ... The concept of Youtopia, along with the ethical dilemmas and dangers it presents, is so well-developed that it feels eerily plausible. This book is more than just an exciting read—it’s a thought-provoking look at technology, society, and human connection. I can’t wait to dive into the next installment in this series!” ~ Nino A.
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“Experimental & Engaging! – As soon as I finished the first book, I immediately looked up the release date for the second one– I'm so glad it's finally here! I love the experimental blending of genres and forms. This is truly a unique and engaging read.” ~ Gregory P Hammond
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“Interesting Premise Well-Executed! – Having already read Joseph Rein’s Youtopia, when I saw the sequel, I had no hesitation in hitting ‘buy’. I have no hesitation in giving this five stars for its interesting premise well executed. The book also gives a teaser of what is to come next in this youniverse. And it looks equally great.” ~ Iain Benson
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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 Chapters 1-3 of Kevin Killiany’s critically acclaimed DOWN TO DIRT, the first book in his “Dirt and Stars” series of Young Adult Sci-Fi adventures.
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“Down to Dirt is YA hard science fiction with an attitude, full of technical details as engaging as the characters. I was immediately drawn into the story.”

~ Kevin J. Anderson, New York Times bestselling author of Eternity’s Mind
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“DOWN TO DIRT [is] an entertaining and effortless read... close to perfection. Everything you could want in a YA, coming of age, sci-fi, dystopian world drama is here.”

~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

DIRT AND STARS Series at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the first two chapters of FOREIGN LAND by J.S. Sherwood, the critically acclaimed, award-winning first book in the “This Foreign Universe” series of metaphysical sci-fi adventures.
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“This sensational book is a breathtaking page-turner with an enthralling storyline that rivals a Star Trek episode. Once I picked it up, I couldn’t put it down.” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Susan Sewell (5 STARS)
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“The imagery is breathtaking, and the mystery was powerful enough to steal my breath.” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Rabia Tanveer (5 STARS)
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

THIS FOREIGN UNIVERSE Series at Evolved Publishing
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For Bill and Sam,

two of my original and most avid readers.
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Prologue: Infinity Cluster 5422​
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Hazel can feel it in the air—a magnetic pull, a force outside of herself. She can’t remember the last time she felt something like this. What exactly the feeling is, she can’t say, just that it’s somehow... murderous.

A light snow dusts the windshield of her family’s extended-cab pickup, the perfect vehicle for a wintry December night. Her husband Bill dutifully drives, whistling with the radio, content, as Bill tends to be. In the back, their sixteen-year-old son Tanner shares with their eight-year-old Lilly something they both find hilarious on his phone. No animosity at all. Nobody looking to harm anybody.

Perfect, as it always should be.

And yet, that nagging feeling translates itself into a thought so quick, striking with such lightning force, that Hazel feels it surge through her whole body.

I will kill them tonight. All of them.

Her teeth clench. In the thought’s aftershock, her body shivers in shame. Her eyes leap to Bill, expecting him to glare down at her, as though she said the nefarious thought aloud. From the back, her children’s snickers feel like an accusation.

To regain control, she turns her whole body toward her family, twisting beneath her seatbelt. “Isn’t it just beautiful out tonight?” she says in a raised, overcompensating voice.

Bill, sweet Bill, offers a comforting nod. After all, it is movie night. Outside their truck, a handful of workers atop A-frame ladders hang holiday wreaths from lampposts. Others encircle tree trunks in a candy cane pattern of lights. Around the holidays, this is her favorite thing to do as a family—drive downtown for a family film. It’s their tradition, she believes, though remembering traditions hasn’t been a strong suit for the Mountain family since... well, since she can remember.

But with the snow, holiday decorations, and her family by her side, the night has a simple, festive, classic feel. Like home. Perfect, if you erase Hazel’s single, erroneous, insidious thought.

As they disembark the truck and Bill takes her hand across the quaint street, she wills the terrible thought deep down inside her, back to the sinister place it came from. She can’t remember the last time she thought something like it.

She will never think it again.

The Falls Theater is nestled in the heart of their downtown, between a bike shop and bakery. Hazel doesn’t know how long they’ve been open, but the place has that throwback quality of the theaters of her youth: maroon and gold décor, narrow aisles, cheap popcorn. Patsy Cline, Hazel’s favorite, pleasantly plays in the lobby. Behind the ticket booth stands the owner, an agreeable older woman whose name escapes Hazel. She offers them the four film choices of the day, two action-packed thrillers, a horror, and the newest witty rom-com with that actor Hazel admires. He is charming, dainty in ways her husband Bill tends not to be. Bill and her children look to Hazel.

“Well,” Bill says, “what’ll it be, hon?”

Bill would want the mindless action picture, the one involving the CIA and international espionage and a torrent of storylines that all add up to the hero saving the world, with a few jokes along the way. But then, that is part of what Hazel loves about her husband—his admiration of John Wayne, his unabashed bravado, his appreciation of his own badge. Bill is, unflinchingly, a man.

Tanner scratches at his arm, his eyes already on the old crane machine in the corner of the lobby. He would prefer the horror, given the choices, but knows he can’t win that battle on family night. He will go along with whatever his parents choose, because deep down he’s a good kid, the best teenager they could ask for. When she gives him a handful of one-dollar bills, he takes off to the machine with a competitive tinge in his eye.

Finally, there’s Lilly. At eight, her tastes have already reached a level of sophistication Hazel herself hadn’t found until high school. She reads and reads. Even now, standing in line, she holds a graphic novel with preteen themes in her vociferous hands. Where her deep-thinking brain came from—not Bill, and certainly not Hazel herself—Hazel will never know, but it’s a marvel to behold as a parent. Lilly would want the second action flick, the one with the plot twists and murky morals, the one that doesn’t fit into a neat box. She would tease out the deceptions after, on the car ride home with Tanner. She likes movies that make her work.

“I don’t know, dear,” Hazel says, despite the fact that she does know. What she needs right now is a test, some rough waters over which to navigate the tumultuous ship in her mind. The perfect evening is all four of them together in the rom-com, side-by-side, hands slick with popcorn oil and smiles on their faces. If Bill chooses it for her, she will know everything is all right. The world will be what it should be. 

To nudge him, she adds, “You know which one I would prefer.”

The theater owner offers a knowing smile. Off in the corner, Tanner pumps a successful fist in the air, then retrieves a cheap plastic egg from the machine. Inside is either a key to a bigger prize, displayed beside the machine like glassed-in prisoners awaiting their breakout, or a miniscule piece of candy. This time, he gets candy.

“Okay, Haze,” Bill says. “Romance it is.”

Hazel lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. She flecks a kiss on his cheek. “You’re a peach, Bill. The next one is yours.”

Good old Bill. He seems eager to please lately, though she can’t pinpoint any decisions besides this one to explain it. He’s been better, more loving. He takes their tickets in one hand and her arm in his other, leading her toward the theater.

“Oh, Bill,” Hazel says, slowing him near the concessions. “First things first.”

“You know what you like,” Bill says. Then he turns to Lilly.  “Come on, sweet. Let’s go snag the best seats.”

Hazel enters the line behind another small family of four and makes her mental list: jumbo tub of popcorn to share, two lemonades, a box of gummy candy for Lilly. She may even splurge on a pretzel and cheese for Tanner. She’s just about to reach into her purse when the family steps aside to reveal the concession worker.

A second lightning bolt strikes. The feeling hits her again, sends shivers into her limbs.

This concession worker—Have I seen him before?—is a young man with narrow hips and a strong chest and biceps that flare in his tight theater jacket. Mid-twenties, perhaps, he stands in the prime of his youth. His gelled hair crests atop his head in a perfect wave. The glinting nametag on his lapel reads T. HARBINGER. 

He is striking. He is an Adonis. Hazel’s heart bangs against her ribcage. She can’t take her eyes off him.

Bill and Lilly slip into the theater. Tanner hops machines, trying this time for a small stuffed alligator. Hazel must step forward to announce their order. Her hand is imprisoned in her purse. Her breath catches. She finds it impossible to speak.

“Ma’am, if you don’t mind me saying,” T. Harbinger whispers with a coy smirk. “You might be the most striking woman I’ve ever seen.”

She feels a flush of blood in her cheeks.

“How can I be of service to a such beautiful woman like yourself?”

***
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Bill doesn’t see the point of another inane chick flick. The conflicts are all ridiculous misunderstandings, drummed-up and unnecessary, if the characters would just shut their traps for a minute and talk things through. The husband’s friends, in particular, are always portrayed as weaklings pushed around by their wives like that’s some good thing. He’s been on many domestic dispute calls, and though he can’t remember details, he knows it never goes down like that.

No, tonight he wants something with substance, something to keep his eyes lit up and blood pumping. Besides, in a contest between his and Hazel’s style, Tanner—and even young Lilly—would side with him. If he could pull Tanner away from the shoot-em-up arcade game in the corner, or get Lilly’s head out of her book, they could voice their opinions. They could help him convince Hazel.

Then Hazel, sweet Hazel, says, “Let’s try yours tonight. I’m kind of in the mood for something different anyway.”

She tosses her curled brunette hair as she orders the tickets. She’s wearing a bit more makeup than usual tonight, her eyes lined smoky black. Suggestive. Well, well. Perhaps tonight has some surprises in store for him, after all.

From the dumpy concession kid, they buy a jumbo popcorn they’ll refill before the previews end. He’s paunchy for his age, his clothes derelict, but at least he’s got good taste in music: from a boom speaker behind the counter, he plays Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon, his head swaying to the psychedelic, bluesy baselines.

“Great album,” Bill says to him as Hazel snags Tanner back into the fold. Together, the four enter the theater.

Few seats are occupied. Perfect. Bill chooses the center seats in the far back. He likes his back against the wall, surround speakers right at his ears, engulfing the whole theater experience. The first preview shows a new Die Hard sequel Bill hadn’t known was coming out. Bruce Willis in his iconic white t-shirt, chest rippling—he looks young as ever. Ageless. Must be the new CGI, AI, some way movies suspend actors in time. The preview looks great. The reboot might, somehow, even top the original.

Next to him, Hazel curls into her seat like a teenager. She places a hand across the armrest onto his leg, just above the knee. She squeezes. A jolt of sexual energy runs up to his groin. The hand, the way she’s sitting, brings Bill back to college, to the days when he and various girlfriends occupied the back row for more exciting reasons. Hazel’s fingers dance into his thigh as though pressing piano keys. They slowly proceed up.

Is she thinking what I’m thinking?

He looks across to his kids, who watch the next preview in blissful ignorance. This is impulsive, so unlike Hazel. And yet, possible. He loves it. 

He leans to Hazel’s ear, catching her lavender shampoo smell. Her eyes never leave the screen as her hand reaches up ever farther.

“Take the kids down a few rows,” Bill whispers. “Then come back here and take off my pants.”

Hazel lets out a soft pant, melting Bill all over. She slides seductively from her seat and stands before the kids.

“Kids,” she says, “let’s go get some candy. You’d like that, right, Lil? Then maybe you two can sit closer to the screen. I’ll suffer back here with Daddy.” She winks at him before leading them out of the theater.

Jesus, he thinks. This is really happening.

They’re like horny teenagers escaping the watch of their own parents. Bill counts six other moviegoers, all oblivious. He can’t focus on the next preview, another decent-looking sequel replete with helicopter explosions and ill-aimed bullets. He can hardly wait for Hazel to return, to get on her knees before him in the theater.

Jesus. Life and its wonders.

But then something...shifts.

A theater worker enters, armed with a broom and handled dustpan, and heads directly toward the back. He swipes at the row before Bill.

What the hell? They do this after the show. There’s barely anything to clean.

The worker is strikingly handsome, far more so than his own son. He must be early twenties, still a kid, but strong, solid. In the low theater light, his eyes sparkle. Bill wants him to hurry up, to finish his work and get the hell out, and yet the punk kid moves with slow intent, his broom strokes meticulous, like he understands Bill’s seedy intent. Scritch, scritch, the broom sound shrieks in Bill’s ears until the kid stands right before him and looks up with penetrating eyes.

“Sir,” he says, his voice unnervingly deep. “I trust you’re enjoying your moviegoing experience?”

“Will be shortly.”

The kid offers a knowing smile.

Bill expects this to be the end of it, for the kid to move on and finish his unnecessary work, for Hazel to return and dispense the kids in a low row, return to him, and drop to her knees. He can see it all happen. It’s right there, at his fingertips.

But the kid just stupidly stands. Behind him the preview ends, giving way to the FBI piracy warning. 

“Hey, kid? No offense, but just finish your job and piss off, yeah? My family and I want to enjoy the movie.”

“Your family. Yes.” The kid nods. “Your beautiful wife. Two children. A picture of perfection.” 

Bill’s back raises from the chair. His hand instinctively reaches for his holstered pistol. “What the fuck is this? How do you know my family?”

“I saw them exiting just now, of course.”

Bill stands, to intimidate this young pissant away, but finds, even with the slope of the theater, that the kid stands taller than him. His broad shoulders, his hands on broom and dustpan handles, his shit-eating smirk—he’s unflappable. Hazel and the kids are yet to return as the opening credits roll, long and grandiose, a throwback to the films of Bill’s youth.

“I’m a cop,” Bill says. “You don’t want this to escalate.”

“No need for that, sir. I want you to have the best experience possible. I’m just not sure that’s what’s really happening here.”

Bill’s hand shoots up instinctively, to shove the kid, but he darts his shoulder down, quick. He’s fast, and he knows it. He wields that damn smile again. 

“Go away!” Bill shouts. “Everything here is perfect except you!”

He expects the other theatergoers to turn at the commotion, to watch their brawl unfold, but all heads remain unflinchingly toward the screen.

“It might seem that way,” the kid says. “But we both know the truth, don’t we, Bill?”

The kid steps aside, and something shifts again, resets. Bill almost feels a seismic quake beneath his feet. The theater lights cut as the movie starts in earnest. The kid continues his meticulous sweeping as though nothing has happened.

Hazel and the kids immediately return. Bill half expects them all to rejoin him in the back row, for Hazel to have forgotten their brief tryst, or to have lost her gusto. For it to all have been a delusion.

But Hazel ushers Tanner and Lilly into a mid-level row, and they occupy themselves in boxes of candy. Then Hazel ascends the stairs, her eyes intent with the lust he only moments ago shared. In the other aisle, in opposing, patterned step with his wife, the kid descends. Staring at the back of his head, Bill envisions his dastardly smile.

***
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To Tanner’s surprise, his parents have offered to separate for this one night. He can finally see the slasher flick with the peerless reviews and Rotten Tomatoes score—part found-footage, part-paranormal, all glorious gore. His favorite director, the one who pulls pranks on studio execs and wears her short hair over one eye, has completed yet another masterpiece. Posters of her plaster Tanner’s bedroom walls—he wants her, wants to be her. That his parents agreed to break up their precious family movie night seems too perfect to be true.

The film will start soon. In the lobby, somebody in the back has decided to play the Smashing Pumpkins’ entire Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness straight through—his kind of music. His kind of night, this is turning out to be. He fights the urge to hit the arcade beforehand, to indulge in Billy Corgan’s rock symphonies, when the music cuts, replaced by some older music Bill would like. Better this way—the games can wait. He needs to hit his seat before Hazel changes her mind.

Then he feels a tug on his shirt. Lilly.

“I want to go with you,” she says.

Tanner smiles. Their dad would want to join too. For all his former faults, Bill has been lenient lately. He has been—Tanner hardly believes—a good dad. No needless grandstanding on the violence happening right outside their window, on the true horrors of the world. Tanner can’t quite remember when Bill chilled out. Maybe crime has gone down? Maybe he and Hazel are getting after it more often? Whatever the case, Tanner can almost imagine Bill allowing Lilly into the slasher. For an eight-year-old, she does seem mature enough. She might handle the mindless gore with the appropriate detachment. It is, after all, just a movie.

And yet, as he knows will happen, Hazel intercepts. Tanner briefly worries that this will derail the whole split-up plan, that he will get sucked back into the eclectic, melodramatic animated family film.

But no, not now, not on Tanner’s night. 

Hazel says, “That’s more of a big kid movie.” When Lilly frowns, she adds, “Maybe next time, hon. Let’s let Tanner enjoy himself.”

When Tanner steps alone into his theater, his breath catches. The scene is stunning. The lights cast eerily dim shadows, the canned sconces on the wall bleeding out a ruddy red. An ominous maroon curtain with intentional claw-like rips covers the screen.

Cool.

The owners must have decorated the theater just for this movie. Nice to see attention to detail—like his favorite games, the background details and NPCs sculpted as meticulously as the main characters. He can almost imagine rusted chainsaws and kitchen knives donning the walls before they appear, closer to the screen, hanging as though in some maniac’s dingy shed. They nearly spring to life, hidden and yet out in the open.

Wow. These theater people are good.

He shuffles to his favorite spot, middle-middle, with half the theater before him and half behind. The unoccupied rows around him will send pleasant shivers up his spine, forcing him to consider some madman lurking in the dark depths. Would the theater employ costumed actors to jump-scare people mid-movie with a well-timed, frightening tap on the shoulder? Tanner wouldn’t put it past them.

Then he feels it... a tap on his shoulder.

Holy shit.

He’s too stunned to react.

“Excuse me?”

Tanner looks up at a guy standing before the seat next to him. How did he approach unseen, unheard? A bit older, maybe college-age, handsome, his hair is perfectly combed, his cheeks perfectly dimpled. This type of guy captained football teams and drove his dad’s convertible and generally ignored Tanner. But something in his piercing green eyes, reflecting the dim vampiric light, offers comfort. It’s like Tanner knows this guy, has seen him before, though from where, he can’t place.

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” the handsome stranger says.

“You looked around, man?”

“Yeah.”

They glance about the theater, and Tanner notices, for the first time, that nobody else is there.

“About that,” the guy says. “Mind if I sit by you? It’s creeping me out.”

“Then why come to this movie?”

The stranger gives a diabolic smile. “You won’t mind.”

As he settles in, the scarlet lights dim even further. The screen alights. Tanner expects ads, previews, but instead, the screen pitches pure white and the theater becomes clinically clear. A smattering of single people squirm in the rows before them.

How did they get here?

The surround sound pants out the hard breaths of a woman running. When she flashes to the screen, her hair askew and blood streaked across her forehead, she stumbles through a bright, barren, urban wasteland. Middle-aged, with dyed brunette hair, she eerily resembles Hazel. Behind her stalks the movie’s monster, a hulking man in a mangled business suit brandishing bloody blades. The title card, in bold black lettering, reads:


THE HARBINGER WAITS FOR NO MAN



You enjoy this feeling, Tanner reminds himself. You want to be afraid.

“Heard this director is amazing,” the stranger whispers.

“The best.”

On this common ground, they settle in for an opening act that dazzles. Technically, it’s brilliant—paced perfectly between slow suspense and utter active destruction. The jump scares surprise. And yet, Tanner finds his eyes drawn down to the theater itself, its eerie transmogrification. The other patrons seem to shift seats whenever he looks away. Blood—or some liquid with the same congealing consistency—drips from the scythe on the wall. And the stranger... yes, the stranger, who grips the armrest between them in rapt attention, looks as though he would, given the chance, devour the screen whole.

Tanner leans over and asks, “When did you get into horror?”

When the stranger turns, their heads feel unnaturally close. “What else is there? It’s that rush. You know what I mean.”

The screen goes silent. A quiet, potentially enthralling scene with plot importance passes by as Tanner stares into the stranger’s eyes.

“What if,” the stranger continues, “you could live that rush? If you could just push, you know? You’ve never been more alive than when you finally just fucking go for it.”

The stranger’s dark eyes burn with a contagious fever. Tanner feels dizzy with something like excitement, with possibility.

“I could show you how.”

Tanner leans slightly back. “I don’t do drugs.”

“No drugs. I’m talking about total freedom.”

The stranger turns back to the screen. A harsh scream echoes through the theater as the monster dismembers the woman from the opening, limb by agonizing limb.

“You’ve never felt anything like it. Once you have, you’ll never go back.”

***
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Something is wrong—which, in itself, is wrong. Nothing is ever wrong. Lilly can sense it, like a kernel of popcorn wedged between her teeth. She doesn’t like popcorn, or candy, and appreciates that this theater will make her favorites: granola cups with fruit and yogurt, California sushi rolls. A charcuterie board tops the menu. Today, though, she doesn’t like the look of the man behind the concession stand. He leers with an unfriendly smile. He’s pretty in the way her mother tries to be, rouge on his cheeks, a pearlescent shine on his lips.

This won’t do, Lilly thinks. This is movie night, the family activity she prefers above all else. Her night.

Two generic workers appear from the either side of the concession, their red-and-blue lightning bolt jackets and fez hats like the Winged Monkeys from the Wizard of Oz, Lilly’s all-time favorite.

There’s no place like home, she thinks, to settle the disquiet in her stomach.

The workers bow toward the concession line, perhaps to Lilly herself. They run their hands alongside the wall and, as if by magic, conjure thick red curtains, which they use to conceal the stand. A wistful golden chain holds a sign that reads:


So sorry! Concessions closed. 



The man has disappeared.

Good. Yet Lilly still feels his presence, looming over her family like a storm cloud. He’s the angered Oz sequestered behind the veil.

“Well, that’s just silly,” her mom says. “Sorry, sweetheart. I know they make that hummus you love.”

“I’m not that hungry,” Lilly replies. “Let’s just go enjoy the movie.”

They’ve chosen the PG-13 pop-icon film with strong feminist overtones. Most of Lilly’s friends will see it for the bubble-gum cheeriness of it, the heavy pinks and quick jokes, as the deeper message flies straight over their heads. Mom, probably the same. Dad will find it cute but uninteresting. Tanner, though—her brother will get it, will discuss with her afterwards its social commentary and the ways in which the main character subtly subverts gender norms. Smarter than he looks, her brother. But then, Lilly is only eight, and people generally expect little of her as well.

The movie starts, and Lilly tries to settle in, but that creeping feeling won’t leave. The concession man is here. She can feel him. They sit front and center—Lilly loves feeling engulfed by the screen, loves focusing on the particulars in the background of a shot, a study she learned from watching and rewatching Oz—and so the entire packed theater whispers and titters and laughs behind them. She flips around in her seat, knees down, head just peeking over. In the glowing screen light sways a sea of anonymous faces. She scans up and down aisles, expecting the concession man’s glossy Wicked Witch smile to stand out, for his perfect skin to appear green in the stark light. She can’t find him, but she knows he’s there.

The movie begins. The first act is perky, clever—a catchy set-up for what’s to come. In a lull, Lilly turns to Mom. “I have to use the bathroom.”

Mom leans, her eyes affixed to the screen. “Already?”

“It’s okay,” Lilly says. “I can go alone.”

Mom turns to her. “You’re sure?”

“Mom. I’m eight.”

Mom looks to Dad, whose eyes droop and sag. Soon, he will drift asleep, and will have to pretend afterward that he didn’t.

“Okay,” Mom says. “But come straight back.”

The lobby is quiet except for the low notes of some familiar album Dad likes. One of the Winged Monkey workers sweeps a broom before the curtained concessions. Outside the large glass doors, a soft snow has turned to cold rain. She knows, if she waits, he will arrive. A male patron exits the bathroom and plods his way back to the theater. The Winged Monkey opens the door to a back room. Lilly watches the lobby clear, and within seconds, he appears.

Slick suit, all scintillating smiles, he saunters toward her. “Unfortunate situation,” he says, nodding to the curtain. “We have so many good options.”

“It’s just food.”

Wind clashes up against the glass. The skies have shifted from bright blue to a murky gray.

“And yet, it’s nice to have what you want, when you want it.” He steps forward. The irises in his eye are deep brown, almost black themselves. “That’s why I’m here.”

“No, it’s not.”

The metal handles on the doors rattle and clamor. Somewhere far away, a siren blares.

He takes another step forward. Lilly feels each one like a jolt of lightning, surging from her head all the way down her chest, to her tingling toes.

“What are we here for then,” he says, “if not to help you?”

“Not them—you. You don’t belong here. Go away. Now.”

The concession man laughs, slow and sweetly sinister. “Little girl, this is where I work. Where else should I be?”

Another step. He’s close enough to reach out and grab her.

The theater lights cut out, then return, flickering in the storm. Wind batters the walls. The thunder in Lilly’s body rises up to her chest, feeling as though it will burst forth.

“You don’t need to be afraid, Lilly. I could do so much more for you. I could show you the world.”

He smiles a final time, and the thunder bursts. 

Lilly unleashes a scream, high and punishing, as a tumultuous tornado tears the roof from the theater lobby. Shards of glass and framed posters and arcade games shoot into the sky.

The man looks up just as Dorothy’s battered house appears in the sky, swirling, levitating, until it violently crashes down on him.

His exposed legs jitter. Then his toes curl and the legs retreat, accordion-like, into his unseen, crushed body.

Quickly, the storm subsides. The circling, turbulent sky gives way to a bright winter sun. Lilly nods, then returns to the theater.

Back in her seat, all is as it was. The movie plays on. The audience laughs at a well-timed rejoinder from the main character’s sidekick. Things no longer feel off—this is the right movie, the right moment. This is her night.

And yet, after five more minutes, she stands. Dad stirs from his slumber. Tanner and Mom look to her with concern. The concession man is gone, yes, but for now, not forever.

“I want to go home.”

Her parents look to one another. “You sure?” Mom asks. “You really wanted to see this one.”

“I’m sure. I want to be home. Just us.”

***
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Hazel wants to enjoy the movie. It’s her style, her favorite blonde actor with the spectacular body and the southern accent and the impeccable timing. The film’s warm-hearted message translates to her family, the sexual energy to Bill. This is her movie night, after all. They chose this for her.

And yet, she can’t shake T. Harbinger. Does he remind her of someone from her recent past? If so, she couldn’t say who—not a young Bill, not her father. The worker is too young, closer to her son’s age than her own, yet he sticks like a pebble in the shoe of her mind, there with every step.

She excuses herself to the bathroom. The worker isn’t behind the stand, a fact for which Hazel feels unnervingly ambivalent. Someone has replaced the Patsy Cline with one of Bill’s psychedelic rock albums, the one she’s always hated. She passes the bathroom and instead steps outside, where the rush of chilly winter air greets her like a pleasant slap.

Pull yourself together, it seems to say. This is yours. It is all for you.

“Chilly night.”

To her left, his leg up against the brick wall, the debonair T. Harbinger elegantly smokes a long cigarette.

“I love winter, but every now and then I just need one,” he continues. He holds the cigarette toward her. “Old habits die hard, you know?”

Hazel doesn’t know how to respond, and so says nothing.

“Just opened a fresh pack, if you want one.”

No, she doesn’t. She hasn’t smoked a cigarette since college, and even then, sparingly, never really enjoying the disembodied, floating-head nicotine buzz. She doesn’t want one.

And yet, her hand moves forward and accepts the cigarette. He flicks his Zippo lighter with the flair and flamboyance of youth, and Hazel lets out a schoolgirlish giggle at the absurdity of it all.

What am I doing?

“Feels good to be bad every once in a while, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” Hazel admits.

Behind the pleasant nicotine burn, the cigarette tastes like strawberries, some new flavored invention. It burns but never seems to shorten. She has been gone too long, and wonders briefly if Bill will seek her out, will intercept her intimate moment with a stranger. He would not be happy, might even resort to the chest-puffing, possessive braggadocio he showed early in their relationship, pre-marriage and kids. Then, Hazel’s skin clung tighter to her body, and he feared, outwardly at times, that she may be too good for him.

Standing with this presumptuous, pretty worker now, she realizes she has missed Bill’s instinctive jealousy. She can’t remember the last time he crossed another man. Well, here she is, isn’t she? Still attractive enough to warrant this young man’s eye. It feels good to know she’s still here. 

T. Harbinger snuffs his cigarette beneath his leather shoe. Then his dark eyes turn to her.

She feels his stare like a heat-bearing spotlight, and blushes. “I’m sorry. I don’t usually do things like this.”

“But you’re glad you did.” He offers up his hand. “There’s a whole world out there if you’re willing to take a chance.”

“Oh no, no. Believe me, I’m not that type of woman.”

“What type of woman, exactly?” He shakes free of the building. He seems taller, standing without his casual slouch. “The woman who chooses the romantic comedy? Popcorn with no butter? Years ago, that might’ve been you, but tell me: who were you yesterday? Just last week? Or even simpler—what movie did you choose the last time you were here?”

His question freezes Hazel. The film’s name came quick to her tongue, but then, in a split second, evaporated into nothingness. What was it? She swears she knows, can almost picture it, can hear the witty banter between leads, can feel Bill’s hand in hers as he fights to stay awake. It’s right there. But, like waking from a vivid dream that quickly loses its details, its edges and intimacies, Hazel cannot remember any of it.

The worker tilts his brow. “Odd, isn’t it?”

“It’s only a movie,” she replies. “Must not have been that good.”

“Yes!” The worker’s lips extend a Cheshire cat smile. “That’s exactly what I mean. There exists a world, Hazel, that will blow you away. Unforgettable experiences, if only you have the courage to do what needs to be done.”

She steps back from his now-towering figure and retreats toward the front doors. “How do you know my name?”

The grin again. “I know more than that, Hazel. I know you want more than this. You want memorable experiences. You want to truly live.” He extends his hand outward, the fingers stretched abnormally long, his tanned skin stark against the snow. “You’ll never get that here. With them. And I think you know, deep down, what you have to do.”

She looks back to the glass door. Somewhere inside, Bill sits, watching a movie he agreed to because of her. Or he’s asleep. Either way, he’s not marching through the door to chase away this pretty man offering himself up to her. Bill will not save her.

The worker steps behind her, his opaque reflection lurking over her shoulder. At any moment, he may reach out and touch her. At any moment, she may simply step forward, return to the theater, to her family.

At any moment.

***

[image: ]


After all, the blowjob is unsatisfactory. Not because of Hazel, she did fine—or Tanner and Lilly, who sit blissfully ignorant just rows away. It’s the kid and his goddamn juvenile arrogance. Bill can’t shake the creeping feeling that anywhere, he might slink from the shadows and watch. That he watches. That he’s always watching.

He rebuckles his belt. Hazel cuddles into him, clinging to his arm. The movie’s initial third has passed and yet Bill hasn’t missed anything. For the first time in he can’t remember when, he feels dissatisfied by the generic bullshit of the hero’s tragic past. As they train the hero into his reluctant job—as speeding Lamborghinis rev up and submachine guns make sieves of building walls—Bill finds he can’t invest himself. The movie just needs to end. He needs to get home.

He considers standing, pulling Hazel and the kids from the movie they’ve chosen mostly for him. He could feign illness, maybe the flu, though he can’t remember the last time he felt sick with anything. But then Hazel excuses herself, to tidy up, and he can hardly object. He feels her fingers release like an abandoning life raft, leaving him to drown.

I can ride this out. I can.

Of course, just as Hazel exits, the kid reemerges in the stair opposite and skulks toward him.

Bill stands. In courtesy to the other moviegoers, even his children, he keeps his voice down. “Turn around now. I don’t want to see your face again. We clear?”

The kid just smiles.

The goddamn smugness. Bill could pull his badge, his gun—hell, he could punch him clear in the jaw, dislocate a few teeth, and still the kid would shoot that stupid smile.

“You don’t need them.” The kid nods down to Bill’s children. “You know this.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are, telling me what I need? You’re just some punk kid harassing people who want to have a decent night out.”

“Sure, Bill, but you and I both know that’s not what’s really going on here.”

An explosion on screen. The screeching shatters of a dozen cars bandy about the theater.

Bill steps forward. “Go. The fuck. Away!”

Still, nobody in the theater turns to them. The car chase rages on. Somewhere in the bowels of the building, Hazel cleanses herself of him. If only she would return. Bill feels the fight in him deflate, his anger settling into a dull, low ache. Somewhere—on the screen, in his head... he no longer can tell—he hears the thunderous chorus of Pink Floyd’s “Brain Damage” resounding. He just wants out. He just wants to go home.

“Imagine that world,” the kid says. “It’s easy. Easier even than remembering the one you have now.”

“Please,” Bill says. “Just leave me alone. I just want to live my life.”

“I know, Bill. That’s exactly why I’m here.”

On screen, the hero releases a gunshot that punctures car windshields, weaves its way past allies and henchmen alike, and somehow, miraculously, strikes its supervillain target.

“I can show you,” the kid says. “You have the strength. And once you do it, you’ll never regret it, Bill. You will be finally, totally free.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Cellular Transcript​
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10.22.2028

2:47 A.M. CST

<Begin Transmission>

—This had better be good.

—Ana, happy to hear your voice too.

—Bruce, it’s... what? Two-thirty in the morning?

—Exactly. You think I’d call if it wasn’t important? Hey, Ana, couldn’t sleep and just wanted to catch up. How’s life?

—I have a feeling I’d prefer that over what you’re about to say.

—Ana, it’s Youtopia Infinity.

—...

—You can probably guess what.

—...

—Ana.

—Give me a minute. I’m trying to figure out whether I care.

—Cut the shit, Ana. That’s why I’m calling you.

—...

—Ana.

—Time of death?

—Fourteen hours ago. It’s... the killer got creative with this one.

—Don’t they always. Assembled your team yet?

—No.

—...

—You going to make me say it, Ana?

—You did interrupt my circadian rhythm.

—Like you even have one... Ana, I need you on this one.

—Donnelly approve this?

—He knows. The kids he’s hiring in DEL are all TikTok junkies who squirm at the sight of real blood. If I sign off on one more mental health day request, I swear I might—

—Bruce.

—So that’s a yes then?

—No.

—No?

—No.

—Goddamnit, Ana. Why do this?

—You know why.

—I don’t mean refuse. I mean this dance, where you think you’ll refuse but then agree. It’s self-flagellation, and a waste of time. With the first two Youtopia cases, it—

—Be careful, Bruce. Be very careful what you say next.

—I don’t mean... Shit, I don’t mean to disparage you. I’m only saying, if we’d been on the same page from the start, both of those cases would’ve been smoother.

—...

—Ana, I want you on this. I have Fred on it, and—

—Who’s Fred again?

—Fred Looney. Tall drink of water. Thick glasses, like microscope lenses.

—Your buddy, right?

—He’s also the best behavioralist we’ve got, but he can’t do it alone. We need someone Sonya Young trusts.

—I wouldn’t count on that. She and I are... complicated.

—Of course! That’s the point. Maybe she trusts you. Maybe she wants you to burn in hell. We can use either.

—Maybe it’s too early in the morning, but I am not following your addled logic here, Bruce.

—My point is simple: three innocent people were killed yesterday, and the FBI needs the best Youtopia agent on the case.

—Three?

—A woman and her two children.

—...

—Murdered by... well, you just have to see.

—How old?

—...

—How old were the kids, Bruce?

—Sixteen and eight.

—...

—Ana?

—...

—Ana? You still there?

<End Transmission>
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Chapter 1​
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Ana took a brisk step onto her rooftop patio. Like Bruce’s unexpected, brash voice over the phone, the fall air discomfortingly invigorated her, enlivened her senses. When initially looking for apartments, outside space hadn’t been on her wish list: Chicagoans paid too high a premium for them, and if she needed, she could always frequent a nearby park. She had no pets and never would. But on the day her agent showed her this Lincoln Park condo, the spacious rooftop shared between its four tenants brought her an unexpected comfort. The square gas firepit with glass stones luminesced like obsidian before a rainbow of particolored, comfortable chairs. The open, resplendent sky starred at sunrise. The urban exercise track that ran behind their building, elevated above ground level, provided Ana quick access to both exercise and hundreds of runners and dog walkers and various passersby in the summer months to keep her company. Even now, a few scattered couples in hooded sweatshirts passed. To top it off, the partial view of Lake Michigan beyond gave Ana a sense of home.

She’d met all her neighbors on this patio, the young family of three in Apartment One and an investment banker from Ohio in Four. Most often she ran into Mick from Three, a mid-forties former Chicago PD who took two bullets to his chest as his early retirement and now owned a chain of laundromats in the West Loop. Somehow, after months of morning run-ins, Ana found herself entangled in a quasi-relationship with him. She never thought of herself as having a type, but if she did, Mick was decidedly not it. He wore his shirts a size too small; he added a new tattoo to his body frequently, about every three months; he belched in public. Though he was ex-PD, he didn’t like to discuss anything criminal. He smoked exactly one cigarette every morning, immediately followed with an apple to cleanse his palate. Even on cold autumn mornings like today, Mick made his way up the stairs to their wire railing, one knee bent on an end table, his face a picture of silent contemplation. A sequel to the Great Chicago Fire, or death, he liked to joke, were the only things that could thwart his ritual.

“Chilly this morning,” he said without looking up.

So Ana, too, had become routine, had found a cadence she’d lost some years ago.

Mick let the ashes go long on his cigarette, drooping like an untrimmed fingernail, ready for the cutting October wind to burst it away. With his other hand, he adjusted the fedora that covered his thinning, short hair. His ears shone red in the cold. In preparation for winter, Ana had bought Mick a stocking cap, in his favorite tan color. Fashionable, and warmer than the fedora, the hat seemed a better choice, even for a man as stuck in his ways as Mick. He had thanked Ana sincerely, but had never worn it.

“Pesky thing about winter,” Ana said. “It always comes.”

“Death and taxes.” Mick peered down at a passing group of teenagers on their way to school, early sports practices likely, each one dressed less appropriately for the weather than the next.
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