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      DECEMBER 25, 2:37AM

      

      Dr. Christopher Nestrom couldn't sit down.

      He had a stool at his workbench that he'd designed himself. He'd had it manufactured by hand in Germany and flown to his home at a cost of fifteen thousand dollars. It was designed specifically for his body shape, his work habits, the specific height of his workbenches.

      It was the perfect stool. And in that moment, he was too excited to use it.

      This was the moment he'd been waiting for, the moment he'd been working toward every single day for the last eighteen months.

      For the last sixteen years.

      Innumerable false starts. Countless failed prototypes. Endless iterations. Designing. Tweaking. Testing. Redesigning. Re-tweaking. Re-testing. Night after long night. Month after infuriating month.

      He couldn't sleep more than a few hours a day. He could barely eat. He'd lost twenty-five pounds in the last year alone.

      All of this was normal. Par for the course for Dr. Nestrom when he was working on a new project.

      It was the same process he'd followed for the Nestrom 1, which had established him as the premier industrial designer of his age and made him a multi-millionaire at the age of thirty.

      It was the same process he'd used for the Nestrom 2, which had made him a multi-billionaire at the age of forty-two.

      And it was the process that was about to push technology into a new era, redefining the hardware people used every single day around the world.

      Money had become meaningless to Dr. Nestrom by this point. Except as a way of keeping score.

      The one with the most money wins.

      And who knows? The Nestrom 3 could make him the world's first trillionaire. Because this prototype, this iteration, was going to work. This was a moment that would be remembered for generations to come.

      This was the one.

      He was sure of it.

      Nestrom tilted the overhead light to the side and bent low over his workbench, pulling on his magnifying glasses so he could see more clearly. This was fine work, detailed work, with delicate components and little tolerance for error.

      Chips, wiring, heat sinks. Everything had become so small that they could barely be seen with the naked eye anymore, and certainly could not be manipulated by hand. First he'd needed tools, then nano-tools. Dr. Nestrom spent more time between projects designing and building new tools than he did designing and building the next device.

      The light shone bright on the workbench, a spotlight on the most important thing in Dr. Nestrom's world—his work. He made the last adjustment, checked all the fittings. Plugged into his laptop and checked all the power sources and connections one more time.

      The new chip design was perfect. A breakthrough revolution in its own right that had taken Dr. Nestrom years to perfect. Transistor nanoscaling, intelligent architecture, and silicon compilation had made chips that were orders of magnitude faster than older designs. But they all still relied on the transmission of electrons through silicon channels, a process which became unreliable at atomic scale. Nestrom had thrown out the approach altogether, running smaller, faster photons through more reliable carbon nanotubes instead of silicon channels. That innovation alone would make Nestrom the richest man in the world and alter the course of technology for the next fifty years. But it was just one part of Nestrom's newest project.

      The code for the operating system was rock-solid. Tested literally millions of times, with test suites running twenty-four hours a day in parallel on a bank of servers for the last three months, the OS had been run through endless AI-generated test cases, variations on every possible scenario an end-user could push the hardware through, and a whole bunch they couldn't possibly come up with. The new OS was bombproof, bulletproof, and dishwasher safe, to boot.

      Compared to the chip design, the optical tech had required only minor breakthroughs, but it had been difficult to design. Wearable technology had to handle the intersection of every possible human body shape with every possible way to wear the device and every possible environmental condition, whether rain or snow or bright sun or city lights at night. The combinations were infinite, so the design had to be infinitely flexible. Not an easy task, but hardly revolutionary. All it took was old-fashioned innovation, and a hell of a lot of prototypes.

      After all that, the design and manufacture of the hardware itself had been trivial. All it required was a sturdy housing to protect all of the components and shield the wearers from harm, using lightweight, comfortable materials that would eventually allow for customization to suit the inevitable whims of fashion.

      All of that had been done. All of those problems had been solved.

      All that remained was the final hardware test.

      Dr. Nestrom slipped the device on over his ears like a pair of eyeglasses, then tapped one side of the thin resin frame to turn on the power and authenticate the system.

      The lenses lit up before his eyes.

      After the splash screen with his company logo faded from view, Nestrom saw a white-on-blue wireframe version of the room directly in front of him, then all around him, above and below, the operating system presenting him with a 360-degree view of his space in a way that felt completely intuitive, despite the fact that it was wholly unnatural.

      Unlike the Nestrom 1, which had been a breakthrough in industrial design, and the Nestrom 2, which had been a revolution in hardware-software integration, the Nestrom 3 was a quantum leap into the future. It was the first production-ready integration of hardware, software, and the human brain.

      From all appearances, it was just a simple pair of glasses. But there was nothing simple about them. These glasses pushed far beyond augmented reality and virtual reality. They created a new reality, an interface between the sensors in the hardware, the software operating system, and the human brain itself that extended the human mind and the human senses.

      Where augmented reality used sight and sound, and virtual reality added touch, the Nestrom 3 leveraged, extended, and surpassed all of the human senses. It was the first true augmentation of the human mind, one that could reach deep within the brain and generate patterns that resembled actual human thought and intuition.

      In the scientific literature, it had been thought impossible. Unimaginable.

      But Nestrom had not only imagined it. He'd built it. He'd made it possible.

      And for the first time in human history, he was using it.

      The 360-degree wireframe view of the room quickly resolved into a full model in three dimensions, with real-time accuracy in shading, texture, and position. Nestrom turned his head from side to side. The image of the room moved with him, smooth and completely natural, as clear and natural as if he were seeing them with his own eyes.

      Which, of course, he wasn't. The image before him was photo-realistic, but the lenses themselves were opaque. From the front, to an onlooker, they would show an image of Nestrom's eyes, as real as if he were wearing normal eyeglasses.

      This was configurable, of course. The appearance of clear lenses was the default, but he could choose to hide his eyes, as if he were wearing dark sunglasses, or choose any opacity in between. He could change the tint or color of the appearance. Since it was just a projection, he could even change his eye color, change his eye shape. Hell, he could play the movie Bambi for the world on the front of his lenses if he wanted to. It was just a screen, like a computer monitor.

      The inside of the lens was the same, just a screen that could show anything. But the default state was to show the world around him. All the way around him. In hyper-realistic, extrasensory detail. In a way that the human brain could easily assimilate.

      In just the way you could walk through a room and have a mental image, an innate sense of what was behind you and above you, as well as a visual image of what was in front of you, Dr. Nestrom had figured out how to project that same sense into your mind when you were wearing the Nestrom 3.

      And the sense wasn't limited to the room you were in. With enough sensory data, which was easily obtained these days from the ubiquitous cameras and sensors in the world, including the devices we all carried around every day on our wrists and in our pockets and handbags and backpacks, you could have an innate sense of the entire house, the grounds, the city, even the whole world, if your mind was capable of assimilating that much information without going completely mad.

      It truly was a breakthrough. Dr. Nestrom's greatest achievement.

      Through the glasses, the room around him resolved. Even though the actual physical room was mostly dark, lit only by the light over Dr. Nestrom's workbench, the image in the lenses was lit as if the room were bathed in full daylight.

      A figure walked into view in front of him.

      "You did it."

      A sensor warning popped up. It wasn't visible, but Nestrom felt it. As if it were whispering into his left ear.

      Heart rate elevated.

      "You startled me," said Nestrom.

      "You brilliant asshole. You actually fucking did it."

      Nestrom extended his senses. Just by thinking the commands, the system would respond. He pushed the operating system to bring in more information. About the room. About the house above him.

      About the person standing in front of him.

      The operating system overlaid a heat signature on the person, as well as vitals it could glean from a distance. Facial recognition pulled up an array of biographical details.

      Nestrom didn't need those. He knew the person standing before him all too well.

      "Language, please," he said, "But, yes. I did."

      "Amazing." The figure reached up to take the glasses from Nestrom's face. "Do you mind?"

      "They won't work for you," Nestrom said quickly, leaning away from the outstretched hands. "They're keyed to my bioidentifiers."

      "Of course." The person lowered their hands, a soft smile on their face. "Security, above all else."

      "It's very late," Nestrom said. "What do you want?"

      The person smiled, their teeth bright and clear in the light from the overhead lamp, the rest of the face shadowed, giving the impression of a Cheshire cat hovering in the darkness.

      "It doesn't matter what I want, does it? You never seem to let me have it." They stepped into the light, that Cheshire grin joined by bright, predatory eyes. "But I'll take what I can get."

      Nestrom sensed movement behind him.

      Another person.

      He vaguely wondered why he hadn't sensed it earlier, why the glasses hadn't highlighted the second person in the room. He'd have to check on that in the code.

      Always optimizing. Always debugging.

      The person before him leaned in close, their face filling Nestrom's view.

      There was no mistaking the look in their eyes then.

      Heart rate elevated. Approaching clinical levels.

      Nestrom didn't need the glasses to tell him that. He could feel his heart pounding in his ears.

      He'd built a self-defense module into the system, but hadn't spent enough time learning how to use it yet. He didn't think he would ever need it.

      Instinctively, his hands groped around him for a weapon, but found only air.

      He thought about lashing out, striking the person with his fists and running for help.

      He might be able to get past one of them, but not both.

      Too much younger. Too much stronger.

      And far too angry.

      "Why are you doing this?" Nestrom asked. "Don't you have enough?"

      The person's smile disappeared, replaced with a sneer.

      "What is it you always say?" they said as Nestrom felt cold metal press against his temples from behind. "Oh, right. 'Whoever said there are no stupid questions'"—their sneer morphed back into the Cheshire grin—"'was an idiot.'"

      Nestrom had one last thought before the voltage from the leads flowed through his brain, jolted his synapses, and started an electrical cascade. One last thought before his mind seized and the electrical cascade stopped his heart.

      His last thought was that his new device, the Nestrom 3, worked beautifully. Simultaneously, exactly as designed, Nestrom could see in his mind both the killer standing before him and the killer standing behind.
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      DECEMBER 24, 3:46PM

      

      Cameron Hauk waited in the back of the cab while it idled in traffic, the blasting heat bringing out the smell of sweat soaked into the cracking leather of the back seat. It filled Cam's nostrils with a skunky, fungal smell. The heat condensed on the inside of the windows, fogged Cam's view. The drip of the condensation only enhanced the image of sweat in Cam's mind, as if the car itself were sweating.

      The endless files of cars outside were nothing but blurred smudges of red light on both sides of the car, the jam of rush hour made worse by the coming holiday. Everyone was trying to get out of town early for Christmas, and everyone was trying to do it at the exact same time. The crush of cars felt silly, yet another symptom of a mindless mob refusing to question their own assumptions and think for themselves, blindly doing what was expected, what everyone else expected of them, without thinking about what they wanted, and what might be a reasonable way to get it.

      But the weaknesses of society weren't Cam's concern at the moment. He had much more important things on his mind.

      He'd done his research. He'd made a plan. He'd laid the groundwork as best he could. All that remained was to do the job.

      As the cab approached the train station, Cam slipped into character, as his parents had taught him and he'd practiced so many times. The secret was to commit, fully and completely. To inhabit the character. Actors called it method acting. Cam thought of it more as a means of survival.

      The first step was to choose a name. Cam had already done that: Sam Davis, a name from another job, another phase of a larger plan. Forgettable and ubiquitous, it would be hard for someone to remember a name like Sam Davis, and even harder for them to track down, if Cam didn't want to be found. The fact that it was similar to his own name was coincidental, but helpful. Easier for Cam to instinctively respond when someone called him.

      Cam swiped his credit card, thanked the driver, and exited the cab. The afternoon air was crisp. Cam welcomed it against his flushed face. It may have been filled with car exhaust, but at least the outside air was cold and didn't smell like flop sweat. The air carried the sharp smell of approaching snow, with its promise of beauty and danger and excitement, three words that described the same thing in Cam's mind.

      As hordes of passengers streamed into the train station around him, their energy swept into Cam, the energy of all of humanity, of a thousand human minds, human hearts, human lives. Silly and mindless they may be, but in that moment they were all Cameron Hauk, and he was all of them. Cam closed his eyes and drew in a deep, cold lungful of beauty, of danger, of excitement. Clouds of exhaust and a chorus of honking cars formed a soothing backdrop to the mantra Cam looped in his mind.

      I am Sam Davis.

      I am Sam Davis.

      I am Sam Davis.
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      DECEMBER 24, 4:32PM

      

      The humming quiet of the train car.

      The rhythm of the wheels as they thumped along the tracks.

      The damp coolness of the window as Sam leaned his temple against it.

      The soft scratch of his graphite pencil across the rough texture of the cotton drawing paper.

      At this hour, the train was usually filled with people commuting home from work.

      Today, it was full of people heading home for the long Christmas weekend.

      Sam was doing neither.

      He leaned against the cool window and sketched the face of the man across the aisle, sitting backward against the direction of the train, facing toward Sam.

      The man was oblivious to Sam’s attention. He had long hair down to his shoulders, well-trimmed and healthy. That suggested a certain counter-culture hippiness, but the man wore a blue suit and brown dress shoes under a light-brown overcoat. Neither the suit nor the overcoat looked  cheap, but they were hardly tailor-made. They weren't flashy enough for it to be a part of his personal brand, some kind of ironic statement that might cause his counter-cultural friends to break into half-hidden hysterics. And the way the suit rumpled around the man made it seem like he wore it out of duty and routine, not from any real desire to dress well.

      His dark round glasses and patchy, three-day stubble combined with his long hair to give Sam the impression of a part-time beat poet or maybe the lead singer in a punk band. But the suit implied he was trapped into a corporate gig in the city to feed his barefoot suburban kids and pay the mortgage he never thought he'd have.

      Sam worked all of that into his sketch as he leaned against the cool window, rocking gently in time with the train.

      "You need to put more sadness into his eyes."

      A woman's voice.

      Sam couldn't tell where it was coming from. For a quick moment, he wondered if the voice were inside his head, a voice from his memories.

      Then someone shifted from the seat behind him, came around into the aisle, and sat in the empty chair beside Sam. He quickly moved his shoulder bag to the floor so she wouldn't sit on it.

      "More desperation," she said, pointing to Sam's sketch. "That man is one spilled coffee away from shooting up a day care center." She tapped his sketch book. "I want to see that in his eyes."

      Sam eyed the woman.

      "You an art critic?"

      "Just critical, in general," she said. "And, uh,"—she eyed Sam slowly from head to toe—"I know talent when I see it."

      Sam ignored her implication.

      "Not talented enough to put the right amount of horrific future carnage into the eyes, though?"

      She paused only for a moment, clearly unused to having her implications ignored.

      "I'm sure you would have gotten there, eventually," she said, a slight smile at the corners of her lips. "I'm critical, and I'm also impatient." She lay the fingers of both hands flat under her chin and batted her eyelashes prettily. "It's a winning combination."

      Sam couldn't help but smile.

      The girl was pretty. Borderline gorgeous. The kind of woman who was always good-looking, but rarely chose to go so far as to be intimidating.

      And then every so often, on special nights, she'd come out and knock you dead with her show-stopping looks.

      Sneaky good looks. The kind that creep up on you out of nowhere.

      But more than that, she was forward and funny. Sam liked people who didn't bullshit around, putting too much store on pleasantries or social boundaries. There’s no need to get all up in other people's business, but if you've got something to say, just say it. Don't beat around the bush. That just makes everyone hot and itchy.

      Sam went back to his sketch. He had been working his way back to the eyes. And he was planning to put more emotion into them. Not just sadness and desperation, but also optimism and hope. The guy was slogging back and forth to work every day, but he was doing it for some reason. He had something he'd rather be doing, for sure, but he also had something—probably someone, his wife or his kids—that he was slogging for. Someone that was worth the slog.

      "You're a real artist," said the woman when Sam held out the finished sketch to her. He fidgeted with his pencil in his fingers, twirling it between his thumb and forefinger like an airplane propeller as the woman glanced from the sketch to the man and back, several times. "Damn." She nodded her head. "I feel like I know the guy already. Like your art reveals his truth."

      "Isn't that what art is supposed to do?"

      The woman shrugged. "I thought art was supposed to make money."

      Sam folded up his sketch pad and put it in his bag with his pencil. "Not in this world," he said.

      "You don't sell your stuff?"

      "I guess I never thought anyone would want to buy it."

      "I would."

      Sam sniffed a laugh. "Thanks."

      "No, I mean it. How much for that sketch?"

      "It's okay. You don’t have to do that. Thank you, though."

      "I'll give you five hundred dollars for it right now."

      "Five hundred?" Sam laughed. "Well, I was hoping for three mil at Sotheby's next week."

      The woman dug in her bag for a moment and came back with five crisp, new, one-hundred-dollar bills. She held them out to Sam.

      "Jesus," he said.

      "Money for work," the woman said. "That's normally how it's done."

      Sam took out his sketch book, signed the corner “Sam Davis” in a compact scrawl, and carefully tore it from the book.

      "Here," he said, holding it out to the woman. "Take it. Free of charge."

      "I can't do that," she protested. "Take the money."

      "Call it an early Christmas gift," Sam said.

      She stubbornly held the bills out, but Sam just as stubbornly stared back at her, smiling sweetly.

      Reluctantly, she put the bills back in her bag, then regarded her new sketch.

      "I'll just have to find another way to pay you back," she said, glancing at Sam from the side of her eyes.

      As she put the sketch carefully into her bag, a shiver ran up Sam's spine. It wasn't often that a beautiful stranger on a train propositioned him twice in five minutes.

      "Where are you headed?" she asked.

      "Rockford."

      "Seeing family for Christmas?"

      "My mom lives up there."

      The woman peered out the window and up at the sky. She leaned across Sam to wipe a circle of condensation off the glass, leaned more than she had to. Sam could smell the faint floral scent of her perfume, warmed by her skin. Her hair pooled on his thigh.

      "Hope you get in before the storm hits," she said.

      She turned her head toward him, still leaning across his lap.

      Their lips were only inches apart.

      Sam watched as she slid her gaze from his eyes down to his lips, the tip of her tongue wetting her own lips until they glistened.

      Sam felt a thrum throughout his body, like his nerve endings had come to life all at once.

      The woman pulled away, smiling to herself.

      Sam turned away, looked out the window to hide the flush he felt on his face and to focus his mind on something else, anything else.

      The sky had been a light grey when Sam got on the train. But outside the window, it had turned leaden as the sun went down. In the dim remaining twilight and the passing glow of the lamps lighting the track, Sam could see light snow beginning to fall.

      "It's gonna be a good one," the woman said.
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      DECEMBER 24, 5:27PM

      

      By the time the train reached Marlon, the light snow had become a blizzard.

      By the time they made it to Temper Junction fifteen minutes later, a full inch had accumulated on the ground at the station.

      Temper Junction was only halfway to Rockford. Sam still had more than an hour left on the train.

      "You're not going to make it," said the woman beside him.

      They'd been chatting for almost an hour. The man in Sam's sketch had gotten off long ago, replaced by a dowdy old lady. Sam and the woman beside him had taken turns inventing stories about her.

      She was a grandmother visiting her daughter and grandkids, said Sam.

      She was a secret Russian agent, scouting ways to cripple American infrastructure, said the woman.

      She was the owner of a cookie bakery heading home after closing shop, said Sam.

      She was a former Israeli assassin, now elderly, off on one last job on Christmas Eve, just to feel that old thrill again, said the woman.

      At the next stop, the lady got up and paused beside their chairs on her way out the door.

      "Maybe you're both right," she said with a wink.

      Sam and his seat mate laughed for a long time.

      "Attention," came a staticky voice over the loudspeaker. "Due to inclement weather, service on the Carlin line is suspended after Bridgeton. Repeat. Service on this train will end at Bridgeton due to inclement weather creating unsafe track conditions. We apologize for any inconvenience. Authorized MTA employees will be available at Bridgeton station to advise on alternative travel options and local accommodations."

      A collective groan came up from a few passengers in the train car.

      Sam looked out the window and sighed heavily.

      "Looks like Santa's bringing me something for Christmas after all," said the woman.

      Sam looked at her, confused.

      "He's bringing me you."

      She flashed a full smile so dazzling, so bright, so drop-dead beautiful, that Sam was momentarily stunned.

      The woman laughed. As if she knew exactly what effect that particular smile would have.
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        * * *

      

      There was a sleek black car waiting at the curb outside the station at Bridgeton. A tall, thin man in a stately overcoat and black leather gloves stood beside it. As they approached, he opened the door. Steam billowed out as the heated air from inside the car met the increasingly frigid air outside.

      "Good to see you again, miss," he said, his smooth, deep voice somehow conveying politeness without betraying even the slightest hint of true emotion.

      "Hello, Carlton," the woman said as Carlton held the door, one hand behind his back. Her voice was just like his, friendly and cold at the same time. "This is…"

      She sat down in the car and looked up through the open door at Sam.

      "…my friend," she continued. "He'll be spending the holiday with us."

      "Very well, miss," Carlton said. "I'll inform the house."

      “You really don’t need to do this,” said Sam, standing on the curb with his small duffel bag in one hand. “I’m sure I can find a taxi or something.”

      “You’ll never make it to Rockford, taxi or no taxi. Even a helicopter wouldn’t get you there before this storm gets really bad. You’ll end up staying in some shitty motel for god knows how long until the storm blows over.” She gave him that smile again, the one that made Sam break out in a sweat, no matter how cold the air was becoming. “You might as well come home with me.”

      “But it’s Christmas Eve. I don’t want to intrude.”

      “All the more reason,” she said, “and I promise you won’t be intruding.” She slid across the back of the car and patted the seat.

      Carlton nodded solemnly as Sam slid into the car beside the woman, leaving his bag on the curb beside the woman's suitcases. The leather of the back seat was warm against Sam's palms. He could feel the heat of the seat warmers through his clothes.

      When Carlton shut the door beside him, the sounds of the outside fell immediately silent, like Sam had been sealed inside an air-tight container. Albeit an air-tight container that was perfectly heated, gloriously comfortable, and inhabited by a gorgeous woman who was currently reaching over to grab Sam's hand in his lap.

      "I suppose if you're going to spend the night at my house, we should at least introduce ourselves," she said. "I'm Kat Nestrom."

      She squeezed Sam's hand, rubbing the back of her own hand very distractingly against Sam's thigh as she did. The car shook softly as Carlton loaded the luggage into the back with a soft thunk. Sam jumped and glanced over his shoulder out the back window.

      "Sam Davis."

      The car shook as Carlton slammed shut the trunk. Sam jumped again.

      Kat squeezed Sam's hand once more and released it, running her hand slowly down his thigh to his knee, before Carlton opened the driver's door and slid into the front seat.

      "Fifteen minutes to arrival, miss," he said.

      "Thank you, Carlton."

      Kat stared out her window as the car pulled away from the curb. Her flirtatious manner dropped from her tone.

      "Is he… civil… today?"

      Sam saw Carlton's eyes flick up to the rear-view mirror, then focus on the road again.

      "Your father is aware of your arrival," he said.

      Kat snorted and stared out the window.

      Despite the warm air, to Sam the car suddenly felt cold.

      Then Kat turned from the window and put her hand on his thigh again, this time sliding slowly up from the knee.

      "Sam Davis," she said, and again flashed him that high-wattage smile as Sam's entire body tingled like a string of Christmas bells jingling. "We're going to have a very merry Christmas this year, you and I."
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      From the way she dressed, Sam wouldn't necessarily have guessed Kat was from a wealthy family. But you could never tell these days. With half of the billionaire CEOs out in California sporting hoodies all the time, the standard of dress for wealthy people had become unclear.

      The five crisp hundred-dollar bills were a clue, though, as were Carlton and the expensive-looking car.

      Expensive-looking electric car, no less. It slipped through the snowy night like a thief, smooth and quiet, the crunch of the new-fallen snow beneath the tires the only sound, its headlights the only illumination that Sam could see around them as they left the small town of Bridgeton far behind.

      But when they pulled off the road, through an automatic gate, and down a drive, any doubt about Kat's financial situation disappeared from Sam's mind.

      The house they pulled up to was nothing short of a palace. Massive and modern, the sprawling complex rose three stories high and curled around to either side, forming a cold embrace around the circular driveway. All concrete and wood and glass, the building looked like a tech product, like one of those smart home devices or a next-gen smartphone.

      The last house lights Sam had seen were at least five miles back down the road. Out here in the middle of nowhere, in the inky dark night, the first thought that came to Sam’s mind was that the enormous house seemed like the perfect place to rob. Elegant and impressive, it reeked of cool, effortless money and cold, calculating intellect. And places like that usually had glaring holes in their security, holes that you could drive a rich man's ego through.

      Kat Nestrom.

      Subconsciously, Sam's hand touched his pocket.

      Touched the phone in his pocket.

      Touched the Nestrom 2 phone in his pocket.

      Kat was the daughter of the billionaire Christopher Nestrom, the guy who invented the smartphone in Sam's pocket. In everyone's pocket. Or he invented the tech behind it or something like that. Sam didn't exactly know. But Christopher Nestrom was fucking rich. That much, Sam knew.

      "Home, sweet home," said Kat in a way that made it sound like anything but.

      Sam had encountered a few very wealthy people in his life, and none of them had seemed happy. He was sure there had to be some happy rich people out there somewhere, but in Sam's experience, money wasn't what led to happiness. Happiness came from somewhere else. Sam hadn't quite figured out where, but he knew it didn't come from a bank statement.

      Money didn't hurt. Not at all. It just wasn't the main answer.

      Carlton opened Kat's door for her as Sam got out of the car on the other side. Kat came around the car and stood beside Sam as he gawked at the estate, his head tilted back to stare up at a spire that peaked at least fifty feet above him.

      The entire front of the building was lit with a thousand soft yellow lamps. Sam felt like an ornament in a Christmas tree. Or, with the heavy snowfall quickly getting worse, maybe it was more like a snow globe.

      The front door swung open, sending a blade of yellow-white light knifing along the snowy ground until it touched their feet. Sam felt Kat stiffen beside him. She squared her shoulders and gripped Sam's hand tight, her leather gloves creaking and cold around his bare skin.

      She turned on that high-wattage smile again and pulled him toward the door.

      "Miss Katerina." The man at the door had a bearing so regal it made Carlton seem like a stable boy. He tilted his head in slight bow. "Welcome home."

      "Thank you, Phillip," said Kat in a drawl that made Sam wonder if she was intentionally mimicking the characters on Downton Abbey or if this was just the way rich people were taught to speak to their staff. "Is he here?"

      "Dr. Nestrom is in his workshop at the moment."

      "Of course he is. Will he be coming up anytime soon?"

      "Dinner is scheduled for eight o'clock, miss."

      "You mean he's not coming to say hello?" said Kat, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Phillip paused for a fraction of a second, the tasteful rebuke of the professional server. "He has been informed of your arrival," he said, his tone betraying nothing but helpful competence.

      Kat snorted as she peeled off her gloves.

      "This is my friend, Sam," she said as she looked around the foyer, her boot heels clacking against the slate flooring.

      Sam stepped through the door into a cavernous space, sparsely decorated, with smooth wood appointments along the walls and a muted painting or two. Probably original Michelangelo's or something equally extravagant. Doors led off to either side, and a wide staircase ascended before them, rising to a balcony that wrapped around the walls of the room one story up, leading to parts unknown.

      "Have his bags brought to my room," said Kat.

      "Of course, miss," nodded Phillip.

      Sam reached out to shake Phillip's hand. Phillip stared at it as if Sam were holding the rotting head of a fish as a gift for him. Face of stone, aura of disgust.

      The professional server.

      "Madam and Mister Crowell are in the study enjoying cocktails with Master Brandon," said Phillip after closing the front door behind them.

      "Thank you, Phillip," said Kat over her shoulder. "That will be all for now."

      Phillip nodded solemnly, as if he could now die happy having fulfilled his purpose in life, and disappeared into the shadows.

      There one moment, gone the next. Without a trace.

      Sneaky like a thief, that Phillip. Just like the electric car.

      "Come on, Sam," said Kat, slipping her arm through his. "Let's go meet the family."

      The stiff rich lady was gone. The cool, interesting woman from the train was back again.

      Sam wondered if Kat was even aware of this social schizophrenia she had, or if it was all just second-nature by now. Rich people were a different breed. It may be America, but it still had royalty. The only difference was that crowns in America were bought and sold with money, not blood. Mansions and staff and Madam this and Master that.

      Different world. Different language. Different way of life.

      Kat led him down a curved hallway to a set of double-doors that were thrown wide open. The room was large, decorated like the foyer with more sumptuous, tasteful, largely colorless furnishings and appointments. Overstuffed couches and chairs arranged before a stone hearth with a sumptuous dark-wood mantle, a pool table in one corner, a tall bookshelf in another.

      Leather and wood, stone and steel. It was like the middle ages, reforged with diamond-chamfered edges and high profit margins. It reeked of wealth and boredom.

      A fire blazed in the hearth. As they approached, Sam could see a man and a woman seated on a luxurious leather couch before it. A second man, tall and muscular, stood by the hearth, arguing with the woman. The first man sat beside her, lost in his smartphone, seeming for all the world as if the other two didn't exist. They all had drinks in their hands, in crystal tumblers that sparkled in the firelight.

      "Don't bother to meet me at the door," announced Kat as she released Sam's arm and entered the room two steps ahead of him. "It's not like you haven't seen me for a whole year or anything."

      The man with the smartphone leapt from the couch, his face beaming, and practically ran to Kat, giving her a big hug.

      "Sam, this is my brother-in-law, Thomas Crowell." Kat's smile seemed mostly sincere.

      "Great to meet you, Sam."

      His grip two-handed and mushy, Thomas worked Sam's arm like he was pumping water, grinning widely.

      "And my sister, Cruella— I mean, Christa."

      "There's that rapier wit again," said the woman, standing from the couch. She didn't smile, but pulled Kat into a long embrace. She broke the hold and studied Kat from arm's length, then held out her hand to Sam.

      She looked older than Kat, but had the same deceptive features, the kind that could masquerade as merely beautiful but, at the flick of a switch, could become deadly gorgeous.

      At that particular moment, they were in the deadly gorgeous configuration.

      Her long red hair curled around her neck and rested over one shoulder like a lazy cat. Her long bone-white dress rode the curves of her body like a sculptor working a pottery wheel. She wore a long white glove that extended to her elbow, and shook Sam's hand with only her fingers, bent at the knuckle. Sam didn't know people actually wore those kind of gloves anymore. And with the way she took his hand, he wasn't sure if he should shake it or kiss it.

      This really was starting to feel like Downton Abbey.

      "And that little punk by the fire is my ne'er-do-well twin brother, Brandon."

      Brandon threw back the rest of his drink and set the empty tumbler on the wood mantle with a thunk before stalking toward his sister. He threw his arms around her in a great bear hug and spun her in a circle, Kat's laughter spilling out like diamonds on a stone floor.

      Thomas and Christa returned to their seats with bored expressions on their faces.

      When he put her down, Kat put her hands against her brother's cheeks and studied his face for a long moment.

      "You're drinking too much," she said. "I can see it in your eyes." She sniffed the air around her brother. "And I can smell it all over you."

      "Too much is a relative measure," Brandon replied. "One man's too much is another man's pour-me-another." He turned his head toward Sam. "I've always thought of myself as the other man," he said.

      He reached out a hand to Sam.

      "Brandon Nestrom."

      "Hi," said Sam, taking Brandon's hand. "Sam Davis."

      Brandon clamped Sam's hand in a vice grip. Sam was sure he could feel hairline fractures forming in his metacarpal bones. Brandon's stare was so intense that Sam felt his own brain might melt from the heat of it and ooze out his ears.

      Kat came up behind and put her hand on her brother's shoulder. "Let him go, Brandon," she purred in his ear.

      Brandon continued to melt Sam's brain with his glare.

      "Yes, Brandon," drawled Christa from the couch. "You mustn't damage Kat's Christmas present before she's had a chance to unwrap it."

      Brandon scowled, but released Sam from both his grip and his stare. He stalked to the sideboard and refilled his drink, leaving Kat looking at Sam with the kind of gaze that filled most men's wet dreams. Like a cat watches an unsuspecting mouse, imagining the meal it would make.

      But Sam hadn't decided whether he wanted to be eaten.

      Brandon returned with three glasses. He handed one to Kat and held another other out to Sam.

      Sam took it, vaguely wondering if Brandon might have laced it with iocaine powder.

      No. That would be inconceivable.

      He noticed that his glass and Kat's each held two fingers of what smelled like bourbon, while Brandon's glass had the whole hand.

      Brandon lifted his tumbler. "Merry Christmas," he said.

      "Merry Christmas," said the others, even Thomas and Christa, in chorus, like the kind of conditioned response you hear from the congregation in a church service.

      "Merry Christmas," said Sam a moment later.

      But the others were already drinking.
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      "So, Sam, what do you do?" asked Thomas with a level of amiable interest that formed a stark contrast to the studied boredom of his wife.

      "I'm a student," Sam replied, "at City College."

      "Little old to be a student, aren't you?" said Brandon.

      "I came to it later than most."

      "Good for you," said Thomas. "What are you studying?"

      "Criminology."

      Brandon coughed and spluttered his drink. He swatted at the front of his shirt with annoyance.

      "Don't you think you've had enough?" smiled Kat, soaking a napkin in tonic water from the sideboard. She dabbed at her twin brother's shirtfront. "It's not even seven o'clock and you've already forgotten how to swallow."

      "Don't mind my brother," drawled Christa from the couch. "Alcoholism is his latest hobby. Like most of his other hobbies, he's not very good at it."

      "What do you hope to do with your degree?" asked Thomas, his friendly smile completely unflappable.

      Sam shrugged. "Maybe work for the government. FBI. CIA. DOD. Something like that might be interesting."

      "I didn't realize the defense department hired criminologists," said Thomas.

      "My focus is on computers. Data analysis, data science, that kind of thing. They're hiring for that skill set."

      "Everyone is hiring for that skill set," said Brandon, refilling his glass again. He dropped heavily into the leather chair beside Sam. "It's the latest trend."

      "Are you hiring data scientists, Thomas?" asked Kat. "Thomas runs my father's companies," she said as she sat on the arm of Sam's chair, holding her drink in one hand and wrapping the other arm around Sam's shoulder. She leaned close against him. Sam could feel the heat of her body, could feel the swell of her breast against his cheek.

      He could feel something else start to swell, too.

      He took a swallow of his drink.

      "Thomas runs our father's errands, you mean," said Christa. She smiled sweetly at her husband.

      "We're always looking for promising young talent," said Thomas.

      "I suppose the young part is out," said Brandon.

      "Are you promising?" asked Christa.

      "Yes," smiled Kat, pressing herself more firmly against Sam. "Are you?"

      "Are you talented?" asked Brandon.

      "Yes," said Kat, her voice husky and low. "Are you?"

      "Criminology is an interesting subject," Sam replied, doing his best not to think about what Kat was doing. Or what it was doing to him. "And the computer angle suits me well enough."

      "'Suits me well enough'? Doesn't sound like Grade A material to me, Thomas," said Christa. "You'll have to shop elsewhere for fresh meat."

      "I'm happy to chat with you, Sam," said Thomas. "Whenever you're ready."

      "Phillip!" shouted Brandon.

      The butler's form appeared in an instant, as if he'd been hiding behind a curtain the entire time.

      "Can't you bring us some food, Phillip? I'm starving."

      "Dinner is scheduled for eight o'clock, Master Brandon, but I will ask the staff to provide light refreshments for you."

      "Thank God," Brandon muttered. "And tell them to bring up some of those
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