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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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For Mom and Dad, my greatest champions.
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On the day Youtopia creator Sonya Young disappeared, Lane received a bizarre voicemail from an old friend. No, not a friend, more than that—a once-lover who, like all the other loved ones in his life, he’d lost when he’d entered Youtopia.

With his phone buzzing in his pocket, the circle of quasi-strangers surrounding him leered his way. Phones were silenced during Gatherings. He knew this. The incessant buzz interrupted a newcomer named Martin, or Mark, or some other M-name man with shocks of corkscrew hair and a look of pure despair, a first-time attendee who, Lane could tell, would never return.

Lane rose. He immediately regretted attending this Gathering, a Midnighter as the Reintegrators fondly called them. These were meetings of the desperate, those drowning in the harshness of the real world. In Youtopia, they all had lived as royalty in the frantic bliss of their own minds. It was all about them, all for them. Now, with Youtopia dismantled and its successor, Youtopia Reborn, only accepting minors, Lane and his fellow Reintegrators were reduced to rehabilitation rooms like this one, trying in vain to make sense of a promised world reneged.

Standing above the circle, Lane felt even taller than usual, gargantuan. The heat of the group’s attention sent his pulse racing. Breathe—he needed to breathe.

He unpocketed his phone as it finally stopped buzzing, and held it up as though presenting evidence to a skeptical jury. “My mother,” he said, though in truth both his parents had been gone for years, since before his Immersion. In the moment, he could think of no better lie. “Not a good situation.”

The handful of regulars nodded. They sympathized. Mantra One in the Handbook for the Family of Anonymous Reintegrators: Other people’s needs are just as important as your own. For instance: when Lane’s mom needed his help, Lane needed to oblige. A simple concept, learned and preached throughout childhood, and yet, for Lane and others still struggling with Reintegration after two years, it remained one of the most difficult ones to grasp.

Henrick, the group’s leader, shot Lane a sharp look. He alone in this group knew Lane was lying. “We understand, Lane,” he said through tight lips. Lane and Henrick’s acquaintanceship predated Youtopia—with no family, in his desperation to name an Observer, Lane had asked Henrick—and Lane had since called Henrick in desperation more times than he cared to admit. “Please take your call in the hallway.”

Lane exited the hotel’s small conference room and looked to his phone. The call came from a 612 number—Minneapolis, from his college days. Not a number his phone recognized, though that wasn’t uncommon, since he’d lost all his contacts when he Immersed. Thankfully, the caller left a voicemail: forty-nine seconds, suggesting more than just a robocall or a wrong number. He opened it with no idea what to expect.

The sound started hard, a patchy cacophony of voices, likely bar patrons. Five seconds passed without a distinct voice. Five more. It seemed off, impossible even, to have been accidentally dialed by someone without his number. But then suddenly, at 0:21, roughly halfway through the message, a woman’s voice appeared: “Laney.”

Piquant, pitchy, her voice rented his foggy mind. It rang intimate bells, in real life and in Youtopia—the indefatigable, indomitable Serena Yarborough.

The message ran, but he missed it completely, adrift in that hazy space between memories real and memories Youtopian. Separating the two remained one of the hardest challenges. Mantra Five: Accept your Youtopia past as real only for yourself. In this instance, in his Youtopia, Lane and Serena had maintained a fantastic, mutually unexclusive relationship for years, when in reality they had broken up entirely before his Immersion, and not pleasantly. The woman he believed he knew was not the woman calling him now. The real Serena was extravagant, flamboyant, prone to mishaps both accidental and intentional. A voracious liar, even when—especially when—there seemed little reason. She lied when the details were either so inconsequential, or so obvious to refute, that her only recourse was to double-down and push harder. “I lived in Paris for a year,” when she couldn’t name a single Parisian landmark outside the Eiffel Tower. “I was born polydactyly,” without a single scar on either hand. Hearing her voice took Lane back to those outlandish but ultimately harmless fibs, often delivered at the bars they frequented together.

He replayed the message. “Laney. Remember that time? With the card sharps and the Greco-Roman wrestler?” Her voice sounded desperate. Lane tried to attach meaning to these descriptions, but he couldn’t immediately conjure the memory. “Remember what I said about my mom?”

She abruptly cut silent at 0:31. Male voices rushed behind her, all carrying distinctive, almost violent tones.

Then she shouted, “That bitch!” and Lane’s whole body shuddered. Nearly ten seconds passed. At 0:43, she lowered her voice and whispered something to him in a conspiratorial tone. The words were utterly washed away by the commotion behind her.

“No no no,” Lane said, just as Henrick exited the conference room and approached him.

“Hey man,” Henrick said. “What’s going on with you?”

“Everything’s fine,” Lane said. He clutched his phone in his hand like a secret, like Henrick had just walked in on some intimate moment. “Just need to jet is all.”

“Not anything to do with drugs?”

“Jesus, no.” Then he added, “You know I don’t do that.”

Henrick nodded, his wispy, thinning hair swaying like wheat stalks atop the field of his head. He was the one with the drug problem—pale and thin, his body was withered from oxycontin, ketamine, fentanyl, whatever helped him climb closest to a Youtopian peak. He stayed clean lately, Lane knew, because of his responsibilities to the group. Lane fought the urge to call out Henrick’s petty projection.

“All right,” Henrick said. “Care to tell me what it is, then?”

Lane hesitated. “I don’t think so.”

Henrick shot an exaggerated sigh. “Lane, buddy, we’ve been through this. You’re here at a Midnighter. Then you lie to the group about your mom? Obviously, something’s up. I can only help you if—”

“I know,” Lane interrupted. He pushed back his shoulders, stood tall. He had half a foot on Henrick, more. “But we’re allowed a little fucking privacy, right?”

Henrick squinted. Of the group, Lane was the even-keeled one, rarely quick to anger. That he pushed now probably told Henrick more than if he’d just remained quiet. “Mantra Seven, Lane,” Henrick said. “Maybe the most important one.”

“Youtopia is lies. We must be the truth,” they said together, though Lane felt the dripping dogma in their words. He felt like some freaky cult member under a hypnotic spell.

He shivered away the eerie feeling. “I’ll be back on Wednesday.”

“Or earlier, if you need us,” Henrick said. “I’m always on call.”

“I know. Thanks.”

Lane darted out. The night air had cooled only slightly, the high July heat still hovering over his northern Indiana town like fog. He immediately called Serena back, waited for her to pick up, for the inharmonious din to rush into his line. She had something to tell him in that lost whisper. She had some answer for him—but to what question, he didn’t know.

His phone rang and rang. She never picked up.

He listened to the message again, trying to make out her final words. He reminded himself of Mantra Two: Recognize that everything you’re experiencing now is completely real. He tried to make sense of Serena’s sudden need for him, of his sudden, insatiable need for this call, of his need for Midnighters and Henrick at all. He tried to make sense of himself.

***
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He checked his phone—2:51 a.m.—before knocking on the questionable door before him. It was far too late. He needed to go home, to get some sleep before his full day at work. He needed not to be standing here, in a seedy apartment building on the upper west side, about to make the desperate decision he’d been fighting against since his Reintegration. He’d learned about smugglers of a Youtopian-like experience—Immis, they were called on the street—from one of FAR’s sketchier members, a woman named Cuomo who didn’t last a month. “It ain’t the real thing,” Cuomo had told Lane after offering up the name of her dealer, “but it’s as close as we’re gonna get.”

In his jeans pocket, he rubbed at the folded bills—$1,000 in hundreds—that it would cost him for the next two hours of near-Youtopia euphoria. Nearly a quarter of his diminishing savings. As with everything, Lane had done his research on Immis. The experience included an astronaut-style helmet that submerged the senses into a dream-like state, but even if the helmet were of the highest tech, it wasn’t what caused the steep price. No, that was for the small dose of KaliSerum, the drug that allowed the helmet’s sensory stimuli to reach down from the brain to the chest, the fingertips. The miracle drug presented the only way for anyone not in Youtopia Reborn to approximate the experience, the only way he or anyone could approach the highs of near-Immersion.

Lane needed to turn around. Since Cuomo had introduced him to Rickie, the Immi dealer, one night at a bar, he’d envisioned himself standing here at Rickie’s door, like a drug addict begging for his hit. He felt equal parts exhilaration and dread. Rickie hadn’t yet answered. He was probably not home, or asleep. All Lane needed to do was turn and walk away. But then he heard a chain slide, and the door creaked open.

Rickie stood in a stained-red bathrobe. He flashed Lane a toothy smile, as though Lane had just reached the end of some inevitable road. With his hunched back and wispy mustache, Rickie resembled a subterranean creature peeking his head above the surface.

Without a word, Rickie stepped aside. Reluctantly, Lane entered.

The second he stepped foot in the apartment, he recognized his mistake. The inside fared worse than its outside, with threadbare couches, a scorched burn mark up the wallpapered north wall, and newspaper on the floor full of animal shit. No helmet, no bed. Perhaps Rickie had it all hidden in a back room—but then, nothing in the apartment bespoke the kind of place where someone made a thousand dollars per visit.

Rickie locked the door behind them and then pressed into the doorframe with obvious intent. As if on cue, three men in matching rust-colored tank tops stepped out from the hallway. Their bodies were emaciated, their chests sunken hollows. They could have been triplets, identical aside from the pistols pointing prominently from two of their belts.

Lane instinctively stood tall. “You’re making a mistake,” he said, hoping they believed it more than he did himself.

The tanktopped trio fanned out around Lane. He kept his eyes on Rickie, but tuned into his peripherals, keeping all four in sight. His calves pressed against one of the couches, almost sending him into it.

“I don’t think so,” Rickie said. He still hadn’t left the doorway.

Then, as if to punctuate Rickie’s point, one of the triplets pulled his gun and approached Lane with vacant eyes. The gun danced flimsily in his hand, as though he’d never used one before. With a forceful enough swing, Lane could have easily knocked it out of his hand. These men were all three quarters his size, and maybe, if he got a hold of one of their weapons...

But no—the flippant gun was a diversion. Lane turned just in time to see the butt of the other pistol surging at his temple. He jerked backward, the glancing blow striking his lip and sending shrieks of pain into his jaw.

He ducked down, bracing for another blow to the head. Footsteps pounded toward him.

“All right! All right!” he shouted to stave off the next attack, his arms pushing against his ears and tunneling his own voice in his head. “Take it. Take it all.”

Silence. He slowly peeked up, pulling the billfold from his pocket. The four scant men surrounded him like vermin. One of them ripped the cash from his hands.

“Check him,” Rickie said.

As the one triplet kept his gun trained on Lane, the other two knelt and dug through his pockets, their hands pushing and probing like hungry, aggressive snakes. They turned up his keys, his cellphone, and a few other small bills.

Rickie took the phone and keys, holding them up for inspection. “A Chevy guy,” he said, pocketing the keys. “Not no more.”

The triplets sniggered as they filed into a row. Lane felt the heat of anger rise in his chest, followed quickly by a melancholic exhaustion, a wish to be anywhere but here.

Rickie looked at Lane’s phone. “Shit! When you get this? Before the freeze? Cuomo said you were the real deal.” He threw the phone back at Lane, hitting him in the chest. “Get the fuck out of here.”

Lane stood, the anger again rising with him. “Is this Immi shit even real or—”

The gun cracked down again, this time on the crown of his head, sending bursts of brilliant light into his vision. The pressing, pulsing pain immediately surrounded his whole skull. He felt warm blood clumping his hair.

“Piss off,” Rickie hissed, “and be happy you’re alive.”

Lane limped to his feet. Standing over Rickie, he felt sodden, powerless. To the sound of the trio’s laughter, Lane stuttered out the door, his jaw and head aflame, his old knee injury singing from his leg. And though Rickie was right—he should be happy to come out of the sabotaged deal alive—he couldn’t help but feel a deep, disdainful dread.

***
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9:33 a.m. and his phone buzzed again, this time cutting into the Nina Simone record he always listened to on his earbuds while stretching. He felt the phone’s vibration in his throbbing lip, as though the triplet was striking him anew. He’d barely slept, but the time provided him a strange comfort: he superstitiously, stupidly, believed in the fortunes of three. He was six-foot-three; his favorite basketball memory was his triple-double against Belmont. He had completed his bachelor’s degree in journalism in three years. His first national expose on Reintegrator prescription overdoses—picked up by the Washington Post and others—was first published on March 3rd. Something about the successive threes felt providential, like something that would have happened in Youtopia—in a perfected, corrected world. Not the world he was in now, with a splitting jaw and headache and a feeling of foreboding no meditative stretching could shake.

He pulled out of his forward bend and looked to his phone, expecting Serena from the same 612 as before, but it was only his boss Millie.

“When are you coming into the newsroom?” she asked in her low-pitched, overly pleasant voice.

Newsroom, he nearly laughed to himself. Millie insisted on calling it that, even though the Huntington Weekly Beacon resided in nothing more than a low-rent office building in the old district, next to a textile front office, an Amazon pallet shop, and an abandoned DMV.

“On an assignment,” he lied. “Be in soon.”

“I’m not calling to reprimand you,” Millie said. Her voice surrounded him through his earbuds, guttural and powerful, belying almost every other aspect about her—her age, her small stature, her benevolent nature. “I’ve got to cover last night’s Bermuda, and I need someone to prep for the game tonight.”

A Bermuda. Their slang, referring to a scoop that both arrived out of nowhere and loomed so large and all-encompassing that it consumed and devoured all other news stories—stories like early Covid-19, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Michael Jackson’s death.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t seen it?” Millie said. When Lane didn’t answer, she continued. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

Lane pulled up his browser, where he saw the accumulation of his common search sites, the Weekly Beacon but also CNN, BBC, the Times, ESPN, Idagio, Spotify, and a jazz forum titled Big Beats. On the BBC website, the dark bold headline flashed onto his screen:

YOUTOPIA REBORN CREATOR SONYA YOUNG ABDUCTED FROM HER CALIFORNIA HOME

Lane’s body tensed. A year and a half of FAR teachings had preached this response into him. Look away. Treat Youtopia Reborn like a lit stove burner, hot to the touch. Youtopia had been a paradise of the individual mind—a place where Immersers had followed their unconscious, prurient desires to their farthest ends. And then came the murders, the unsolved mystery, and the eventual shutting down of Youtopia. They pulled the plug, lifted all half a million people, like Lane, whose lives transformed instantly from dream to constant struggle. Many committed suicide. Some, like Henrick, persevered through countless programs and meetings. Many dealt in the underbelly, stealing VR experiences like Immis to get as close to Youtopia as possible.

It would have been easier, Lane always thought, if Sonya Young had simply blacked out the experiment, buried Youtopia deep in the ground, never to return—if nobody could have it. Then why, only a year later, did she find it wise to reopen its doors only to kids? Why should they have what nobody else could?

Lane and another Reintegrator murmured briefly about it once before a meeting, and a third snitched on them. Henrick made a great show of the issue that day, dismissing their natural curiosity as jealousy, as Youtopian desires that only led to ruin. “You’re not a child,” he said. Then, his voice uncharacteristically rising, “And you’re not Sonya Young! So you don’t have a fucking say, do you!”

Lane had felt inappropriately chastised and nearly walked out, until he remembered all the times Henrick had saved him in early Reintegration. All those anxiety-stricken nights he might not have gotten through.

“We need to get beyond Youtopia,” Henrick had said, his voice subdued, shaking his hanging head. “We need to look to our future.”

And yet, this abduction felt like proof, vindication, though of exactly what, Lane couldn’t say. Sonya Young had to be one of the most difficult people in the world to abduct. Forget Henrick and FAR—as a journalist, Lane needed to read the story out of simple due diligence to national news. Still, he scrolled the article with the guilty pleasure of a young boy stumbling on his dad’s old magazines.

“Whoa,” he said.

“Yeah,” Millie said. “And look, Lane, I’ve thought about it, and I won’t put you anywhere near it. I promise. But that means you’ve got to cover the game for me.”

The game was local Legion baseball against Homestead, a cross-town rivalry that Lane normally would’ve dived into headfirst, pulling stats and storylines and personal angles with which other local reporters didn’t bother. It was how he survived post-Youtopia: he lived in the minute details. Story assignments, jazz playlists—he did everything with obsessive, pinpoint focus. He needed to stay sharp, and yet he couldn’t imagine another balmy Tuesday night stuck on hard bleachers. He didn't want to suffer the beer and banter, the cloying parents hoping for stands full of college scouts. He would absorb statistics and mannerisms and reactions, only to lionize a bunch of kids who were more likely to blow out their knees than gain fame beyond high school.

Lane breathed deep into his lungs. He wanted to stop himself, and yet he heard himself say, “I don’t know if I told you this, but today’s the anniversary. Of... you know... my parents.”

Another lie. This one at least was adjacent to the truth—it was nearing the half-anniversary—but a lie nonetheless. They were piling up, his disconnections from the truth. Precursors, FAR would say, to a nosedive.

“Oh, Lane. I’m sorry.”

“I know. It sounds like an excuse, but... I just—”

“Say no more. You know what? Forget the game. I’ll put Musky on it.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I really need it.”

“But back on it tomorrow, yeah? Your review is coming up next week, and I want to be able to tell the truth when I say Lane Samson is on top of it.”

“Can do, boss.”

He returned to his stretching, keeping his body tuned to its pressure spots, its points of weakness. After five minutes of cat cows and crescent lunges, his forehead glossed with a subtle sweat. He stripped down to his underwear, taking off even his socks, something he rarely did except to shower. When he’d first Reintegrated, some of the biggest challenges had been physical: rebuilding atrophied muscle, yes, but also dealing with new, inexplicable aches and soreness. His right knee stiffened with any misstep, recalling the ACL tear that shattered his high school basketball limelight. His skin was plasticine, the hairs growing in odd patches on his back and shoulders foreign. He’d been Immersed for two years, and yet it felt as though he’d aged ten.

He finished sitting crosslegged, pushing his knees as close to his apartment carpet as he could manage. As he lowered his head, he briefly saw, on the bottom of his foot, his minute tattoo—S402051, his former Immerser number. This badge followed him everywhere, a permanent reminder of the choice he’d made. Some of his FAR cohorts had paid to have them removed; others, like Lane, simply tried to ignore them, to cover them up as best they could. Few, if any, wore sandals.

He showered and left his apartment on foot, where immediately the dense summer heat brought back his sweat. Mid-nineties, forecasted to get even hotter, a sign that July would outpace even their record-breaking June. He took deep, swimming breaths, noticing how few people were outside. Serena’s call, Sonya Young’s abduction, the heat—it all jumbled his mind, all blaring wind instruments with no steady percussion, no baseline. Ten blocks down, he turned on Wasson toward the industrial park and the only man he could think of to help him sort it out: Quinn Argyle.

He crossed the small strip of parking in front of Q&C Entertainment. As he opened the door, he expected to feel the rush of artificial cool air, but inside was even hotter. A desk with no receptionist greeted him even though the company, as far as he knew, was doing just fine. He hadn’t spoken to Quinn—another high school friend, his entrepreneurial one, who started his own business straight after graduation—in months, but at that time, Quinn made his clientele and prospects sound far better than an empty room without air conditioning. Lane approached the desk and rang an old-time service bell. Moments later, through the door, his face buried in a tablet, an energy drink in his other hand, Quinn entered.

He had the look of a vagabond, his thick black hair askew, his beard grown all the way to his chest, but he was as close to a mastermind with technology as Lane knew. He rubbed his eyes, looking as tired as Lane felt. But when he saw Lane, he smiled.

“My man!” He hugged Lane without compunction, and Lane felt the body heat radiating off him. “It’s been, like, what? A year?”

“Not that long,” Lane said.

“Feels like it, though. Doesn’t it?” Quinn noticed Lane’s swollen lip, his hangdog expression. “Aw shit, man. Tell me the other guy got it at least as good.”

“Unfortunately, no.” Lane tried to smile, his lip burning. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

“Still an asshole.” Quinn downed the rest of his drink, then placed his hands behind him, the pose Lane remembered him in most, as though ready to espouse shrewd wisdom. “This place, my friend, is a capital sinkhole. Nobody visits storefronts anymore.”

“Except me.”

“Except you. You’re old-school. You’re a journalist, for Pete’s sake.”

“That’s why I’m here.” Lane took out his phone and retrieved the voicemail. “Think you can make this out?”

He pressed play. The voicemail ran as he wiped at his forehead with his sleeve. Standing before Quinn, freed of his own obsessions, Lane heard even deeper contrasts in the voicemail, Serena’s shouts louder, her murmur quieter, the message ever more buried.

When the message ended, Quinn said, “Sure this has nothing to do with...” He pointed at Lane’s busted lip.

“One hundred percent sure.”

Quinn circled his finger. Together, they took in the message five times. Quinn clicked his tongue after the last.

“Have to ask the obvious question,” Quinn said. “You’ve tried calling her back?”

“She hasn’t answered.”

“Mmmm-hmmm. And this woman, you and her were a thing once, I presume?”

“Not in a long while, no.”

“Another question I gotta ask then—you stalking her?”

“Shit, no.”

“I’m kidding, man! You could use some sleep.”

Quinn swiped Lane’s phone from his hand. “Retro. Cool.” Before Lane could protest, Quinn flensed its case, its backing, and assessed its bared carcass like a coroner. He pushed on a small crack and a compartment flipped open. “Kept these babies shut up in the crib. Ah, the good old days.”

He went to his front desk and unlocked one of the bottommost drawers. From it, he retrieved a mash of cords intertwined like tangled jungle vines, lifting them in a ball and spinning them. When he found the right one, he pinched it and violently shook the rest to the floor. He stabbed one end into the innards of Lane’s phone, and the other into a sleek gray MacBook he pulled from another locked drawer. His hands moved dizzyingly fast, with practiced precision.

“The background noise won’t give us grief. Not our culprit.” Now in his element, Quinn’s fingers typed with assurance. “Well, okay, so it is technically the culprit, but not the predominant one.” He said the word slowly: Lane imagined him winking. “We cut too low and we lose her voice. Too high and all those guys in the back want in on the party. Oh, shit—did that touch a nerve? She’s probably still in love with you, buddy. They all are.” Quinn swiped a finger across Lane’s phone. “Good sir, do I have your consent to access the file?”

A large red oval dominated his screen, the words I Agree starkly in its center. Lane pressed it.

“Sweet. I now know your full porn download history, you freak.” He squinted at Lane. “I’m kidding. Maybe.” He raised his hand and theatrically hit the return button.

Lane’s message played, with force, through Quinn’s laptop. Serena’s voice gained a crisp edge. They waited in anticipation through twenty, thirty seconds of the message, but when they got to the end, to Serena’s whispers, it sounded as obfuscated as before.

“Damn. A long shot, but would’ve saved some headaches. Let’s try door number two.”

On the screen, Quinn opened and closed browsers advertising various noise reduction apps. “Freebies are for suckers. Do less than my programs, and they want you to sign away a kidney.”

“Is there anything stronger?” Lane asked. “Like maybe on the dark web?”

Quinn leaned back   and craned his neck, his beard folding against his shoulder. In a mocking formal voice, he asked, “What, my good sir, do you know about the dark web?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

“Yeah, me neither.” He turned back to his screen. “No, this we can get on the one percent. We just need...” He typed and closed screens, typed and closed, until he finally stopped on one, the page of which was laid out in black with neon green writing. It looked like something from The Matrix. “Yes. Here we are. The Real Deal Holyfield.”

Lane watched him scroll, open the Terms of Use page, squint through fine print. He came to the bottom of the page, then let out a sharp, shrill whistle.

“What?” Lane asked.

“Okay, so this is top of the line. CIA-level stuff. If this can’t do it, it can’t be done.” Quinn leaned back again. “But they want five hundo for the program.”

“Five hundred dollars?”

“And that’s only for the trial period.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Hot damn. Microsoft’s got nothing on these fools.”

Lane thought of his stolen car, the thousand dollars. He thought of the weeks and weeks of work just to make up for his losses. “Can you work around it?”

“You mean steal it.”

Lane shrugged.

“Lane, my boy, in my line of work, there’s a fine line between can and will. I present to you said line.”

Sweat dripped down Lane’s lips, stinging in his throbbing wound. “But you’re sure it’ll work?” Lane asked.

“Yes?” Quinn shrugged again, not the motion Lane wanted to see. “One way to find out.”

Lane sighed. The heat of the room weighed on him. Five hundred dollars was outrageous for what they were asking. He was going out on a limb—one that FAR and Henrick would advise him strongly against—and for what? To hear what Serena said to him? To feel a connection—any connection—to the real world? Part of him believed Serena had something important to say. That she needed him. The truth was he needed her more.

“I’ll give you fifty,” he finally said.

“Fifty? I’m a businessman, Lane. You just offered a textbook raw deal.”

“You get to keep the program. You can play around to your heart’s content. I need it for one message.”

Quinn went silent, which Lane knew was a good sign. He leaned on his journalistic instinct and said nothing more. Teasing out a favor from a friend was no different than teasing out information from a source: appeal to their benefit. Let silent moments linger.

Then, when necessary, push your motives as their own.

“Come on, Quinn,” Lane said. “You’re as curious about this as I am.”

“That I sincerely doubt.” Quinn shifted his weight. “Ahhhhhh. Shit. You gotta sweeten the pot somehow. I’m gonna need a three pack of donuts from the Marathon down yonder.”

“You’re kidding.”

“White frosting long johns. Sprinkles, no filling. I’m deadly serious here. Any filling and the deal’s off.”

Lane smirked. “I’ll even throw in another energy drink for good measure.”

Quinn returned the smirk. “You sly bastard. Let’s chase the white rabbit.”

He ushered Lane through a narrow hallway to the back office. The space was a small, densely-packed room covered in wall-to-wall electronics, with LED screens stacked like cake layers and cords dangling like errant frosting beneath them. On plastic folding tables resided a massive switchboard and countless mixers and an aging electric keyboard. Quinn extended his arms like a lord presenting his dominion.

“What dreams are made of.”

He then flipped a master switch on the wall, and the room sprung to life. Screens populated with sports and recycled news and midnight programming: Cubs highlights and Law and Order reruns and anchors covering the Sonya Young abduction, all silent. The screens flashed strobe-like, adding to Lane’s already-blossoming headache. Quinn ignored the lights, accustomed to the discordant mess, but Lane couldn’t focus. He was about to tell Quinn to shut the screens off when Quinn plunked down into the lone swivel chair and extended his palm.

“I believe we agreed on fifty.”

Lane dug deep into his pockets, retrieving a crumpled twenty and a handful of singles. He flattened them as best he could, then handed them to a bemused Quinn.

“I’ll get you the rest later.”

“My sweet lord. Years fly by and somehow you never change.”

Quinn opened his laptop. The program took five minutes to download, another five to set up, and another five for Quinn to play around. All the while, the screens around them flashed images of Sonya Young’s multimillion-dollar glassine home in California, surrounded by police tape and swarming black SUVs.

“Gotta admit, this thing is pretty sweet. Intuitive.” Quinn full-screened a black-backed grid, over which various colored, jagged lines scribbled as the message played. They looked like racing heartbeats on a monitor. “Worth the price? Hells no. But then again, what is these days?”

The vertical line of the timestamp surged forward. “See, that’s her,” Quinn said, pointing at the highest line, a thick purple mountain cascading over all others. “The rest we can cut down. Hopefully.”

At the grating pause in Serena’s message, the audio cut out. The timestamp halted. Quinn leaned in. “Well, shit. That’s new.”

He opened a different window of elaborate code. At the screen, he yelled, “I don’t know what the fuck you mean!” as though shouting at an incompetent employee. He wiped the first file and reuploaded it. They watched the same bumps and valleys, the same kick when Serena laughed her high-pitched squeal. Then, at the silence, it froze again.

“What’s the problem?” Lane asked.

“Might be it can’t distinguish the different ambient strains. Getting all jumbled up, like a smudge on a CD. Remember that? If only we could breathe heavy on it, wipe it down.”

“Can you just skip over the silence? We only need the end.”

Quinn pursed his lips. “Not a bad idea.”

He highlighted the first forty-one seconds of the message and excised them. Then he ran it again. When Serena screamed, “That bitch!” they both visibly jolted.

“Ah ha! We’re in business, Lane man. That’s Mister—what was it? Thirty-two on the ACT?”

“Thirty-three, but who’s counting.”

The shortened, obscure message played to its end. The graph on the screen contained twenty lines, maybe more, including the thick and then abruptly thin purple thread of Serena’s voice.

“This is where it gets cool,” Quinn said. “Like this, see?” He grabbed one of the lower threads, pumpkin orange, and isolated it. He played back the audio, the rattling sound of a cocktail shaker. “Martini, Mr. Bond? Or this.” A fire-engine red line produced the brusque voice of a man singing Fleetwood Mac lyrics. “Eerie, isn’t it? Think of the surveillance implications. Anything you say with your phone in your pocket could—”

“Quinn... Can we?”

Quinn shook from his reverence. “Right. So Professor Plum here...” He pulled the thread. “This baby should be our lotto ticket.”

He hit play. Her shout didn’t jolt them this time. The sibilant s’s and sharp k’s came through clearer, but not loudly enough to distinguish her words.

“Here. Let me just...” Quinn went to the switchboard next to him and turned multiple dials. A static hum reverberated through the room. “Here she blow.”

“That bitch!” Serena hollered into the room, from behind and before and all around Lane. The shock hit him, as though he was back in some random Minneapolis bar, with Serena circling him like a confetti storm—like New Year’s Eve, champagne in plastic flutes, a shimmering silver dress.

That was it.

Suddenly, the memory rushed back to him—the wrestler, hitting on Serena right in front of him. Card players in the corner, never looking up from their game. Ryan Seacrest on every television, in Times Square faux-jubilation. Serena in a top hat, a silver dress with a plunging neckline.

“Want to know the craziest thing about me?” she had asked.

“I know all the crazy things,” he replied. “No room for more crazy.”

“Oh yeah? How about this.” She leaned in, gave her eyes a covert shuffle, then whispered, “My biological mother founded Youtopia.”

“Serena.”

“I’m serious. My mother is none other than the Sonya Young.”

“Serena,” Lane repeated. He looked straight at her as, around them, the bar began its countdown to the new year. “Not now.”

She returned his stare with sharp eyes. “Tell anybody and we both might end up dead.”

The lie was so preposterous, bigger than any other she’d ever given him, and so his only reaction was to laugh. She had just stared in reply.

Quinn slapped Lane on the back. “Yes! We got it!” He raised his hands in triumph. Then, turning somber, he said, “Sounds serious, man.”

Lane had missed the message, lost in his memory. The haphazard tide of that New Year’s Eve, of Serena claiming Sonya Young as her mother, was getting mixed-up with the message, with Young’s abduction. It was all a mingling of instruments with no rhythm, like kids attempting jazz—no harmony, just discord.

Then Quinn backtracked and played it again. The message came through clear. “That bitch!” followed by a seemingly endless pause. Then Serena’s whisper, low and yet as pure as that New Year’s Eve in the bar:

“Help me, Lane. They’re coming for me next!”

​
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​Interlude: Overheard at the Fat Toad​


[image: ]





We’re at a dimly lit bar, sports-themed. Paneled walls are decaled in posters across the Midwestern professional sports map: Denver Broncos and Kansas City Chiefs and Green Bay Packers, Minnesota Twins and St. Louis Cardinals and Colorado Rockies. Here is a place of non-affiliation, of geographic uncertainty. Anyplace USA.

Behold the Fat Toad. The mid-thirties bartender exudes machismo, his beer barrel arms draped in sleeve tattoos. He surveys the scene like the appraising overlord of this domain, his begrimed kingdom.

Patrons spatter hightops and booths. Soon will commence a poker tournament, or bar trivia, or a meat raffle: something to reel in the faithful on a Tuesday night. Chatter surges in sudden crescendos.

Time: After midnight.

At rise: Seated at the bar, a woman, early 40s, heavy makeup and long legs, fiddles with the gaudy rings on one hand. She appears a bit bored. She sips a murky yellow concoction garnished with a pineapple wedge, smokes a slender cigarette with all the affectation and simpering innuendo of Anne Bancroft’s Mrs. Robinson.

The man next to her is younger, by a decade we might say. He wears a shirt buttoned all the way to the top, pale skin. He has Dustin Hoffman’s foppish haircut and disaffecting eyes, looking very much like a recent graduate.

Flatscreens on the wall play a visual symphony of sports stations, a cornucopia of contests past and present. NFL football, La Liga soccer, collegiate lacrosse, you name it. The screen directly before our couple, however, emits a muted Fox News. The red-faced host prattles silent above the ticker:



SONYA YOUNG KIDNAPPER LEAVES HARROWING MESSAGE:

“REBORN FOR ALL OR REBORN FOR NONE”


Glenda paws her drink. Her attention bandies about the room. The Graduate eyes the news. Note his intent. Glenda sure does. She taps her glass, shimmies her shoulders in unsuccessful attempts to pilfer his attention back to its rightful owner.

GLENDA: I can hardly believe it! Can you Pook?

GRADUATE: ...

GLENDA: (Hits him on the shoulder) I mean, it’s just so unbelievable, isn’t it?

GRADUATE: What?

GLENDA: The goddamned moon landing! (Points emphatically at the screen) Reborn for All, huh.

GRADUATE: It’s that movement.

GLENDA: The what-ment?

GRADUATE: (Scrolls on his phone. Hands it to Glenda)

GLENDA: Mmm-hmm, yep, blah blah blah... (Recites) “...founded by Ohio native Nini Gunderson... belief that all citizens, ill or healthy, young or old, deserve equal access to Youtopia Reborn. Prominent vocal figures for the movement include famous actors, athletes, US Congresspeople, and the American Nurses Association.”

GRADUATE: There you have it.

GLENDA: That’s dumb.

GRADUATE: People have believed worse.

GLENDA: No, I mean, if people want this thing so bad, just copy it, right? This is America, for Christ’s sake. There could be a hundred of these joints.

GRADUATE: They’ve tried. Reborn Lites, they’re called. Ninety-nine percent are identity scams. As for the legit one percent, I hear Reborn’s legal team shoots them down before they can take flight.

GLENDA: Well, that headline’s dumb too. (Nods at screen) They’re missing the juiciest parts. I read that the kidnapper left one of those Russian nesting dolls on her bed. Unstacked, like a kid was playing with them. Creeeeepy.

GRADUATE: Kidnappers usually are creeps.

GLENDA: And those beastly Great Danes of hers! Must’ve drugged them something good.

GRADUATE: Poor dogs.

GLENDA: Tell me about it! I’m just shocked someone got in. These billionaires, Bezos and Zuckerman and the like... they just seem, I don’t know, untouchable.

GRADUATE: Ask Sam Bankman-Fried about that.

GLENDA: Who?

GRADUATE: Nevermind. Honestly, Glen, I haven’t given it much thought.

GLENDA: Oh, please! Don’t play coy with me. (Looks around. Leans in close, rubbing a hand on his chest) Ain’t nobody watching us here. No wiretaps in the speaker system.

GRADUATE: You have a phone, don’t you?

GLENDA: Stuffed in my pocket! (Reaches down to his crotch) Speaking of pockets, you got something in here...

GRADUATE: Jesus Glen, take it easy. We just left the motel.

GLENDA: Oh, forgive me for wanting you. I feel sooooo bad for you. You know, back in my day—

GRADUATE: You had fifty men lining up outside your door.

GLENDA: And they wanted my attention. They wanted to talk to me.

GRADUATE: You want to talk? Okay, here goes: that woman had it coming.

GLENDA: What a horrible thing to say!

GRADUATE: You asked. Don’t get mad if you don’t like my answer.

GLENDA: How did she deserve this?

GRADUATE: All those invincible billionaires you admire? They make the world worse. Sonya Young made the world worse.

GLENDA: Not to those kids she didn’t.

GRADUATE: (Finally turning to Glenda) That’s a crock of horseshit propaganda and you know it.

GLENDA: Like hell it is! You know, for a self-proclaimed genius, you can be such a simpleton. There’s terminally ill kids in this world. Unwanted kids born to parents who won’t support them. They don’t just disappear when we ignore them. Who’s going to take them in? You?

GRADUATE: Is that what this is about? You wish you could have gone into Youtopia Reborn instead of getting ditched by your deadbeat dad?

GLENDA: (Grabs his wrist) Don’t. Don’t you start. I will slap you so hard, Mr. Arm Tatts back there will feel it.

GRADUATE: ...

GLENDA: I’m not talking about myself. Those kids deserve a better life.

GRADUATE: Of course.

GLENDA: Sonya Young didn’t provide that?

GRADUATE: Maybe. All I’m saying is, why those kids and not others? Why only kids anyway? Why does Sonya-Almighty-Young get to decide who’s in and who’s out? She’s just some software programmer with—

GLENDA: Genius software programmer.

GRADUATE: A programmer with an idea. And all of a sudden, she decides who gets the good life and who doesn’t.

GLENDA: Oh, Pook. Is this about Arthur?

GRADUATE: Of course it is! But me too. You. Everybody. 

GLENDA: You want to Immerse in Youtopia?

GRADUATE: Well, it’d be nice to see the Huskers back in the national championship conversation in my lifetime. That sure isn’t happening in real life.

GLENDA: That’s it. That’s the dream.

GRADUATE: It’s not just those Reborn for All fanatics. Do you know how many lawsuits have been filed against Sonya Young? This kid is too close to maturity, that kid isn’t sick enough to make their arbitrary cut. How many have died waiting on the courts to force her to do the right thing? How many could have been saved?

GLENDA: Oooo, keep going. You sound like that movie, the black-and-white one about the Holocaust... Liam Neeson?

GRADUATE: Schindler’s List.

GLENDA: I like him in Taken. Go ahead. Say, “I would sacrifice anything for her,” in a sexy baritone.

GRADUATE: (Takes a long drink of his beer) Bottom line is, Sonya Young is gone, and probably dead. And I say good riddance.

GLENDA: If she really got abducted at all.

GRADUATE: Oh, no. Stop right there.

GLENDA: What?

GRADUATE: I will not follow you down your Youtube flat-earth rabbit hole bullshit.

GLENDA: The earth is round, yes. But Sonya Young stolen from her house by some mysterious mastermind thief? That sounds flat-earth. I have a theory.

GRADUATE: And here it comes...

GLENDA: (Points a gaudily ringed index finger) One: Sonya Young abducted from her California home, one out of how many that woman owns? Twenty? More? People say even her highest-ups can’t track her movements. Suddenly some kidnapper can? That does not pass the sniff test.

GRADUATE: All you’re suggesting is that someone close to the woman abducted her. Which is, by the way, how a vast majority of abductions work.

GLENDA: So let’s say they did know. How’d they cut off all bajillion levels of security that woman must have? She designed alternate universes, for heaven’s sake. You’re telling me there’s just one wire to snip? Poof, cameras gone?

GRADUATE: Technology fails. Especially Sonya Young’s. What do you think happened with the Youtopia murders?

GLENDA: (Flicks a second finger, ring even more outlandish) Two: the timeline stinks something rotten. Sonya goes home for a long weekend. No appointments for days. Days! This from a woman who breathes work. (Points her middle finger, tawdriest ring of all) Three: what’s the motive here?

GRADUATE: Message seems clear to me.

GLENDA: Let’s say you want the Reborn for All crap. Why steal the damn woman? Does she seem the type to give into demands? Tell me that woman will crack. Bitch is like granite.

GRADUATE: See, this is your problem. You assume you know someone because you saw them on TV once. The news only gives you what the person wants you to see. And the tabloids give you BS. Remember that story about her supposedly having a daughter she put up for adoption? Turned out it was just some hack TMZ temp trying to make a name for herself.

GLENDA: Oooh, maybe that one was true too. Hey, maybe the long-lost daughter kidnapped her!

GRADUATE: This is unhinged. You’re starting to sound like your brother.

GLENDA: (Pauses. Blinks back tears. Reaches back and SLAPS him across the face, the bar turning toward them)

GRADUATE: (Rubs at his jaw—the rings smart. A weighty pause. The bar slowly turns its attention away, all except Mr. Arm Tatts, ready to pounce at the Graduate’s first wrong move)

GLENDA: I will fucking walk right now. I told you never to do that.

GRADUATE: All right, all right. Let’s just relax. Let’s talk about something else. Anything.

GLENDA: No. That was an incredibly hurtful thing to say. So now you’re going to sip your little IPA and listen to my closing argument.

GRADUATE: All right, Glen. Deal the final verdict.

GLENDA: (Extends her thumb now, ringless, creased with age) Sonya Young is in legal trouble. Those lawsuits you mentioned? Piling up. What’s the best way to get out of trouble? You go full-on Nick Fury! It’s how they ended Dexter. That Hugh Laurie doctor show. Christian Bale in the third Batman. Fake your own disappearance and you’re home free!

GRADUATE: Give me one example when that actually happened. In real life.

GLENDA: Well, shithead, if it did, would we know about it?

GRADUATE: (Mockingly stands to leave) Want to see a real disappearance?

GLENDA: (Grabs him forcibly by the waist) Oh no, you don’t. We’ve got that motel room for the night. And I’m getting my goddamn money’s worth, pretty boy.
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