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      Merry Christmas and happy holidays!

      You’ve stumbled onto the prequel to the Claus Universe, a holiday science fiction adventure series. This reimagining brings new life to the holiday figures we all know and love, including the classics, some you might not be familiar with, and some brand new.

      This series doesn’t take the adventure lightly, nor does it shy away from the science fiction. It even ventures into fantasy land, unraveling holiday myths, legends, and stories in a way that feels plausible. How exactly does Santa Claus manage to travel the world in one night to deliver presents to every house? How do reindeer fly, and how does a snowman come to life?

      When we were kids, we just accepted that it was magic. Frosty came to life with a simple hat, and Rudolph soared through the sky, no explanation needed.

      What if all those mysteries could be explained with science fiction?

      In this prequel, you’re getting a glimpse of the adventure to come. You’ll delve deeper into each character’s life, their challenges, their loss and grief, their joy. And discover the Christmas spirit beneath it all.

      And for those who’ve read this series… plenty of breadcrumbs to find.

      Enjoy the adventure!
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      “Sullivan, put your phone away,” Mom said.

      Van sighed but didn’t argue. He slid the phone into the front pocket of his hoodie, his thumb lingering on the screen a moment longer than necessary. As soon as it was gone, the withdrawal kicked in. His fingers twitched, itchy and hollow, like they’d been tricked into thinking they’d never be bored again.

      He flexed his hand a few times, then turned to stare out the window. The car smelled like his mom’s perfume. Something floral and powdery that clung to the interior like static. Beneath it lurked the sour, earthy scent of dog slobber, stubborn and alive. Lenny sprawled across the backseat beside him, a mass of fur and panting heat, occasionally shoving his head under Van’s arm for a scratch.

      “Eyes on the road, hon,” Mom said.

      “I’m checking the address,” Pete replied, steering with one hand while his thumb skimmed across his phone. The screen glowed in his lap.

      Van leaned his head against the window. The glass was cold, and he welcomed the sting of it. Outside, a parade of Christmas lights blinked along the roofs of oversized houses. Some twinkled playfully, others pulsed with mechanical precision, synced to invisible music. They all looked professionally installed, probably weeks before Thanksgiving.

      A sagging snowman slouched in a front yard. Its head drooped sideways, eyes crooked and coal-smudged. A scarf hung from its neck like a noose. It hadn’t snowed in days. Everything was gray and gritty.

      They stopped at a red light. On the sidewalk stood a very short and very round man bundled in layers of wool. His beard was white and bushy, his face blank and unreadable. His hands were in his pockets, not moving, not texting, not doing anything. Just watching.

      Van blinked. A sharp twinge of déjà vu hit his chest. Something about the man or the moment stirred a memory he couldn’t grab hold of. It slipped past him like smoke.

      He looked away, unsettled, and scratched Lenny behind the ears. The dog growled in gratitude, thumping his tail against the seat. Van let his eyes close for a moment, tilting his head back until it touched the headrest. He tried to think about what he wanted for Christmas.

      Nothing came to mind. Nothing that made sense. Not clothes. Not tech. Not even games. He just didn’t want this. Not the drive. Not the dinner. Not the expectations that came with it.

      They turned off the main road and into a long, curved driveway lined with tiny white lights, wound through low hedges. A house that rose up like something from a movie set.

      The place was massive. It had columns, arches, windows you could lose your reflection in. Every shrub had been sculpted. Every square inch dripped curated wealth.

      “Hey, check out the lights!” Pete said. “And the landscaping. You worked on this last summer, remember?”

      Pete tried. He always tried. Like he'd memorized a chapter from How to Stepparent Without Making It Weird. He was decent at it. Better than most.

      But Van did remember. He remembered sweating through his shirt in July, hauling bags of mulch while gnats attacked his neck. He remembered the stiff odor of sod and the sting of blisters under his gloves.

      The crew had called him Peep, because he barely spoke.

      Still, it was the worst summer of his life. And unless something changed, next summer would be worse. More heat. More mulch. More silence.

      Mom twisted in her seat. “Try to have fun tonight, hon. Meet some people.”

      “And remember, firm handshake. The way we practiced,” Pete added.

      Grip the webbing between thumb and pointer finger. Firm, not crushing. Three pumps, ending with a confident snap. Eye contact. Smile. Nice to meet you. Van remembered.

      It was part of the image. The version of him they hoped would surface tonight, like a better, glossier Van who knew how to talk about school and sports and maybe even girls.

      He remembered the first time Pete tried to coach him through it, all serious and awkward. It hadn’t been as bad as the birds and bees conversation with Mom, though. And now, here they were. Walking into another evening full of strangers. Of expectations. Of things Van couldn't name but knew he didn’t want.

      A parking attendant stepped into view, waving them toward the snowed-in lawn with slow, deliberate motions. He wore a long, dark coat and a hood drawn low over his face. At first glance, Van thought he was wearing a mask, something white and blank.

      Then the light shifted. Not a mask. A headlamp.

      Its beam cut through the dusk, casting strange shadows that made his eyes look hollow. He gave a nod without a word, then turned and disappeared behind a hedge like a ghost with a clipboard.

      There weren’t many cars on the lawn. Maybe fifteen, all parked neatly like chess pieces. A parking attendant felt like overkill.

      Rich people.

      Van grabbed Lenny’s leash from the floorboard. The dog stretched, shook off a cloud of loose fur, and sneezed against the window. Pete climbed out of the driver’s seat, immediately brushing dog hair off his sweater with both hands like it was poison ivy.

      “Did we have to bring Lenny?” he muttered.

      “They love dogs, Pete. And they insisted. What was I supposed to say? No?”

      “That was an option.”

      “It’s just a couple of hours. There’ll be plenty of time for Santa. Am I right, Van?”

      Van was never sure if she was using Santa as some kind of code or if she actually meant the jolly old guy with the sleigh. His mom was like that. Firm believer in Christmas magic. Not the watered-down kind, either. The full-fat North Pole version.

      He just stared at the house. His plan for the evening hadn’t changed: find a quiet corner, retreat into the blue glow of his phone, and doom-scroll until his brain was numb. It was a time-honored teenage tradition. Van was a traditional guy.

      Pete let out a low whistle, surveying the estate. “Do they really need this much house? I mean, come on. You seeing this? What’d you say, Masie? Why don’t we get lights like that?”

      “Because we don’t have parties,” Mom said, her eyes already locked on the towering front doors.

      “Do we need a party to have nice things?”

      “We don’t have parties.”

      “I’m just sayin’, wouldn’t lights be nice?”

      “You want lights? We’ll get lights.”

      The conversation ender. Mom’s classic move. Agree, forget, move on. It worked surprisingly well. Pete almost never followed up. And if he did, she had a way of making him feel like he was the one who’d forgotten.

      Van admired it, in a weird way. She was good at her job. Whatever it was. Something in consulting, or finance, or PR. The details changed depending on who was asking.

      They climbed the wide stone steps, Lenny leading the charge with his nose to the ground, tail high. He paused halfway up to inspect a rotund statue of Santa Claus nestled beside the banister. The jolly figure was grinning with his belly out, hand raised in a wave. Lenny sniffed the beard, gave it a suspicious grunt, and moved on.

      The front door swung open. Everyone flinched. Lenny leapt back with a sharp bark, fur spiking a mohawk down his back. Van’s grip tightened on the leash.

      A figure stood in the doorway. It wore a long red scarf and a green robe that was thin, almost like velvet curtains. The robe hung open casually, revealing pale, smooth skin underneath. It was unclear whether it was a man or woman. The skin had a gray cast to it, like weathered metal. His or her feet were bare.

      The figure extended a hand, palm up, holding out a dog treat. Lenny, ears perked, sniffed at the offering. After a tense second, he accepted it with one bite.

      “Welcome. And Merry Christmas,” the figure said, flat and even, like a rehearsed line. Its tone polite. “Please, come in. You do not need to remove your shoes.”

      Mom’s hand went to her chest. Her mouth parted slightly. “Oh, my God,” she whispered. “I can’t believe it.”

      The figure stood motionless on the threshold. It was shaped like a person, dressed like one, even moved like one. But its face was wrong. Smooth and inhuman, it gleamed under the soft light of the entryway, like textured porcelain pulled from a kiln. No eyes. No mouth. Just the faint suggestion of features, outlined by dim flickers of internal light that glided beneath the surface like trapped fireflies.

      As it spoke, its face shimmered. Subtle pulses of white and gold traced what could have been expressions.

      Mom reached for the thing’s hand and shook it. “You’re an FS9 servant droid,” she said.

      “I am pleased to meet you,” the android responded, as steady as its posture.

      It turned to Van and extended a hand. The movement was fluid. No hesitation, no awkwardness. Van took it.

      The handshake was cool. The skin, or whatever passed for skin, was smooth and pliable, like warmed plastic. Its grip was firm. Not crushing. Not limp. Perfect.

      “What are you doing here?” Mom asked, stepping slightly closer.

      “I am assisting the McNichols family.”

      Before anyone could object, it reached down and gently took Lenny’s leash from Van’s hand. Then it crouched, its movements eerily graceful, and rubbed behind the dog’s ear with robotic precision. Lenny remained wary, but his tail betrayed him, thumping softly against the floor. The android had nailed the exact rhythm.

      “Please, come inside,” it said. “The weather is brisk.”

      Pete and Van exchanged a look. Not a panicked look. Not fear. More like disbelief compressed into a single breath. A robot was holding their dog’s leash.

      Their dog.

      “You might want to back up,” Mom said to the android. “They’re not moving till you do.”

      The droid’s faceplate pulsed with muted light, a soft ripple of greens and silvers. Still unreadable. It turned and glided smoothly inside, pausing just beyond the doorway.

      “Guys, it’s just a robot,” Mom said, motioning them forward. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

      “We’re not afraid,” Pete said too quickly. “You afraid, Van? No, we just, you know… a little heads-up would’ve been great.”

      “I swear, I didn’t know this would be here,” Mom said. “And I don’t see them every day, either.”

      “Every other day, then,” Pete muttered.

      Inside, the house defied expectations. From the outside, it looked like a rich person’s Pinterest board. But inside, it opened up like something out of a dream. Wide rooms spilled into each other. The floors gleamed, polished to a mirror finish, reflecting the chandelier’s golden light.

      The air was warm and heavy with roasted meats, cinnamon, and the sharp, resinous bite of pine. A towering Christmas tree loomed in the center of the main hall, its branches glittering with a thousand tiny lights, ornaments catching the glow like jewels.

      Somewhere deeper in the house, laughter and music floated through the air. Old jazz renditions of holiday songs. The kind that made everything feel like a vintage postcard.

      “Peter!” boomed a voice from the hallway.

      Mr. McNichols emerged like a storm front in a suit. Tall, red-cheeked, all energy all the time. He gripped Pete’s hand in both of his, then slapped him on the back with a force that almost knocked him out.

      “Good to see you, man!” he said, grinning. “Been too long.”

      Mrs. McNichols hovered just behind him. She was more restrained, smiling in that practiced way that suggested she’d already said hello to thirty people tonight. Her gown shimmered, subtle and expensive.

      Their boxer trotted up, tail wagging, and met Lenny with a sniff. The two dogs checked each other out dog style and moved on.

      “Sullivan?” Mr. McNichols said, letting out a hearty laugh. “When did you grow up, man?”

      He extended a hand. Van stepped forward and met him with the handshake. Firm grip. Eye contact. Three pumps. Confident release.

      “Mr. McNichols,” Van said evenly. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

      Pete beamed like a proud coach. As if handshaking was an Olympic sport and Van just medaled. McNichols gave a subtle nod, one veteran to another. Some silent agreement passed between them.

      “I’ll bet you’re good with computers, huh?” Mr. McNichols’s grin stretched wider as he turned toward Mom. “He’s good, isn’t he? When he finishes school, you tell him to come see me. I’ve got a job waiting.”

      Mom’s smile stayed polite. “Not until college.”

      “Oh, please.” He waved the idea away like it was smoke. “He’ll learn more at Avocado in a week than he would at State in four years.” He winked at Van, like they were in on some joke together. “I promise, you won’t work for your mom.”

      Van gave the bare minimum of a smile, a quick twitch of the lips, and stared at the floor. He wanted to vanish. Crawl under the floorboards. Become one with the hardwood.

      “Hey, uh,” Mom said, pivoting with practiced grace, “what’s the FS9 doing here?”

      “We’ve been beta testing it for a few months now,” McNichols said.

      He gestured casually to the droid, which still stood motionless in the corner, its posture military-straight and perfectly neutral. The Avocado, Inc. logo was embroidered on McNichols’s shirt just above the breast pocket. A tiny green fruit, sleek and minimalist. Not loud, but proud. Branding for those who considered themselves subtle geniuses.

      Mom’s red sweater had no logo. Just a silver snowflake pin. McNichols noticed. Van could tell.

      “Is there another FS9 outside?” she asked.

      That explained the attendant, Van realized. He thought about the android’s build, the broad shoulders, the solid chest, the barely hidden pistons beneath the robe. The thing was kind of jacked, like a gym bro went full minimalist.

      Van considered asking about that, like why the physique. Seemed an odd choice. But asking meant talking. Talking meant follow-ups. No thank you.

      “One last thing before you run off,” McNichols said, clapping Van lightly on the shoulder like he was handing off a football. “The FS9’s kind of top secret, so no photos, all right?”

      He gave Van a look that was meant to be friendly but landed somewhere closer to unblinking corporate security.

      “This party is a soft launch,” he continued. “Just data gathering, internal impressions. Nothing for the public. You can use your phone in the other room with the other kids. Just not out here.”

      Other kids.

      Van’s eyes drifted across the room, scanning for exits. Hallways. Hidden alcoves. Vents, if necessary. McNichols saw it as enthusiasm.

      “Did you name it?” Mom asked, gesturing toward the android.

      “We’ve been calling it Effy,” McNichols said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But I don’t think it’ll stick.”

      “How about Jenks?” Pete offered.

      McNichols turned, amused. “He?” he echoed. “Interesting choice, Pete.”

      Pete shrugged. “He’s got butler vibes. The way he stands. That grayish... skin. Wait, is that skin?”

      “Synthetic casing,” McNichols said. He nodded toward Mom. “Masie was part of that design team, weren’t you?”

      Van turned to his mom, but she just smiled thinly and said nothing.

      McNichols looked toward the droid. “How do you feel about the name Jenks?”

      The FS9 tilted its head the slightest degree, like a curious dog. “I am here to help.”

      “Well, there you go,” McNichols said. “Democracy in action. Anyway, don’t go far. Jenks has got a little surprise planned for later.”

      Van barely heard him. His eyes followed the droid as it turned and gently guided Lenny and the McNichols’ boxer, Jake, toward a corridor at the back of the house. From somewhere down that hallway came the distant sound of panting, barking, the clink of water bowls.

      Van felt a magnetic pull in that direction. He didn’t know what the other kids were like, didn’t want to find out. If given the choice, he’d rather follow the droid and the dogs and spend the next two hours sniffing butts than endure whatever social torture awaited him in the “kids’ room.”

      At least dogs were honest about their intentions.

      Pete and Mrs. McNichols were deep in conversation, something about party catering and a school board meeting, their voices warm and familiar, like they’d known each other longer than Van realized. But he wasn’t listening. Not even a little.

      His eyes were scanning the room, calculating angles and obstacles. He needed a quiet place to disappear. Somewhere just out of sight but not suspiciously so.

      There. Tucked behind a towering, absurd pile of wrapped presents, each box glossy and ribboned like it had come straight from a catalog, was a perfect alcove. The corner near the window. Low light. Shadowed. A cushioned bench sat nestled against the wall, flanked by potted poinsettias and a stack of unused coat racks. Prime real estate.

      He’d have to time it right, though. Weave around the fireplace, skirt the chocolate fountain (which was dangerously close to a gaggle of sugared-up kids), and dodge two adults deep in a debate about local taxes. But if he pulled it off, he could vanish. Just long enough to scroll through his feed, pretend he wasn’t here, and survive the night under the radar.

      “Van, darling,” Mrs. McNichols said, turning to him with that party-hostess smile, “let me show you where the other kids are. It’s easy to get lost. We’ve got far too much house.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” Pete said. “By the way, who did the lighting out front?”

      He and Mrs. McNichols shifted seamlessly into a new conversation, already discussing fixtures and uplighting and whether smart bulbs were worth the investment.

      Van stood suspended between two choices: follow her to the kids’ room or make a break for it and risk becoming that weird boy who wandered off. Both were terrible. One was just slightly less terrible.
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      “Kids, this is Sullivan Holloway. Be nice.”

      Sullivan. No one called him that. Not unless he was in trouble. And be nice? That was code for: Hey, kids. Don’t judge him out loud. And not to his face.

      No one looked up. Not one person.

      They were sunken into oversized bean bags, glowing from below like aliens around a campfire, every single one of them lit by the cold, flickering light of their phones. The room was a recreational paradise with pinball machines humming in standby, a ping pong table untouched, air hockey with abandoned paddles, and a trampoline. Yeah, a trampoline. There was even a vintage arcade lineup of Galaga, Street Fighter II, and a racing game with actual motorcycles to ride.

      And yet, no one moved.

      Van hovered awkwardly in the doorway until Pete gave his arm a quick squeeze. Not a push. Not a shove. Just a silent good luck, buddy, like he was dropping Van off at summer camp. Then, right before he left, he pointed toward the group of girls and mouthed something Van didn’t want to decipher.

      Heat rushed to his face. Full-on combustion. His ears went hot. His cheeks burned. He could feel sweat prickling under his arms, his heart giving one hard kick in his chest. For a second, he thought he might actually pass out.

      He stayed in the doorway, pretending to be interested in the massive garage-door television screen on the wall. It was playing It’s a Wonderful Life, which was both ironic and cruel. He wasn’t planning to stay. Just long enough to look like he tried. Then he’d find a hallway closet and wait the night out in blissful darkness.

      He knew who was in the room. Even if they didn’t know him. Student government royalty. Honor society lifers. Debate team kids who actually liked debating. Their photos filled the yearbook like campaign posters. If you asked Van, he’d say he didn’t know their names.

      He did. He knew all their names. Especially Charli.

      Charlotte Marie McNichols was her name. It felt like a lyric. It played on loop in his head some days. Her favorite color was green. Not forest green or lime green. Just green. She loved kale salads (yes, loved) with fake bacon bits and thousand island dressing. Her spirit animal was a tabby cat, according to a quiz she once took. She chewed her fingernails but hated that she did.

      Van could tell you which days she wore her ponytail with a simple black elastic and which days she went with the fancy French braid that meant she had a presentation or something important. Her hair was the color of maple leaves in October, but somehow, she smelled like summer. Like mango body spray and sunscreen and open windows.

      Watching her walk back from communion was the only reason he wanted to go to church.

      Right now, her face glowed in the dim room, lit by her phone. Her brow furrowed slightly, concentrating on something. Maybe a text, maybe a meme. Van stared like she was a fire in the middle of a frozen field.

      If any of the others looked up, they might laugh. They might scream. He was staring like she was famous. Or food.

      He hadn’t expected her to be here. She lived here, sure. But people like her always had better places to be.

      She didn’t belong in the kids’ room with the rest of them. She should’ve been at some exclusive thing, sipping something with pomegranate seeds while laughing under a canopy of mistletoe. Not sunk into a bean bag in her own house like a mortal.

      And yet here she was. Van knew he should look away, but he was lost in a daydream.

      In it, Charli would tell everyone to leave. She’d stand up, point to the door, and everyone would groan and shuffle off. But not him. She’d tell Van to stay. And it wouldn’t be weird. They’d just sit there in the soft crater of the beanbags, not talking, just swiping through their phones side by side. Occasionally, she’d show him something funny. He’d help her beat a level in whatever game she was playing. Her hand would brush his. Eventually, she’d rest her chin on his shoulder to watch him tap the screen.

      He could feel the weight of that moment, the way her breath would warm the side of his neck and⁠—

      “Aren’t you in history?”

      Van flinched so hard he almost made a noise. For a second, he thought maybe Charli was talking to someone else, someone behind him, but when she looked up, their eyes met. Just for a second. But it was enough to send his heart through the roof, past the attic, into the sky, where it disintegrated somewhere above the moon.

      He opened his mouth, but his brain was stuck in neutral. Before he could shape a single word, Jace spoke.

      “Adams knows more about cars than history,” he muttered without looking up.

      Jace sat cross-legged in a beanbag, wearing a long-sleeve mesh shirt under a ripped tank. His bleach-blond hair dipped in black at the ends gave him the look of a rebellious candle. His ears were a constellation of studs and rings, catching the flicker of TV light.

      Van and Jace had never spoken, even though they both sat near the back of history class. It was true Mr. Adams loved cars. Talked about them constantly. More than the Civil War. More than the Constitution. At one point, Van was pretty sure Adams had compared Jefferson to a V8 engine.

      But no one acknowledged the comment. The room remained glued to its screens, each person basking in their own private orbit of LED-blue solitude.

      Van shifted his weight. Too late now to answer Charli. The moment had passed, and he’d missed it completely.

      Sera, tallest of the group and queen of indifference, lounged sideways on a beanbag that looked like it was melting around her. Her T-shirt was oversized enough to be a dress, sleeves swallowing her hands. The rips in her jeans looked earned, not purchased, and she wore them like armor.

      She leaned over and showed Charli something on her phone. Whatever it was earned a grin, followed by a burst of laughter that came from somewhere deep. Van felt a stab of envy. Then Charli handed her phone to Sera.

      “What happened?” Sera asked, squinting at the screen.

      “He said someone put a nail in his tire,” Charli replied, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

      Sera made a face. “Wait, that’s why he’s not here? A flat tire?”

      Charli shrugged. The kind of shrug that could mean anything. Or nothing. Her lips twisted slightly. Maybe amused. Maybe annoyed.

      They were talking about Bobby. Not her boyfriend. Not officially. But he was always there. Waiting after school. Holding her books. Sitting beside her at lunch. Laughing too loud. Staring too long.

      He drove a new truck, charcoal gray, with speakers loud enough to rattle lockers when he pulled into the parking lot. His family didn’t have McNichols-level wealth, but they were in the upper brackets.

      “Wait,” Marla said, lifting her head. “How does he know someone put a nail in it?”

      Marla’s voice always had an edge to it, like she’d just solved a puzzle you didn’t know existed. Her dark curls were half-pinned, half-loose, like she couldn’t decide on a mood. She squinted at the screen, leaning toward Charli.

      “Someone saw someone doing something to it,” Charli said vaguely. “I don’t know.”

      “Someone saw someone,” Marla repeated. “Makes sense.”

      Charli sighed. “He had to buy a new tire.”

      And just like that, the moment dissolved. The thread snipped. Everyone slid back into the embrace of their phones. The laughter was gone. Just the click and flick of scrolling fingers filled the room now.

      Van reached for his phone. It had been in his pocket the whole time, untouched. He pulled it out, just to give his hands something to do. He wasn’t even going to look at anything specific. Just something bright. Something numbing.

      But then he heard it. The click. The sharp, precise cadence of heels on hardwood. Walking with purpose.

      “What time is it?” Charli asked.

      Sera glanced at her phone and answered with a single word.

      Charli sprang up from the beanbag like she’d been jolted with electricity. She moved faster than anyone expected, scrambled beneath the air hockey table in one fluid motion. Her hair fanned out behind her, catching the light as she ducked, her body curling into the shadows.

      They could all still see her, though. Her head poked out from under the table like a startled cat, eyes wide, lips pressed tight.

      Without hesitation, Erica began stacking couch cushions in front of the table like sandbags before a storm. It was an obvious barricade. Anyone looking would know someone was hiding. But that didn’t matter. It wasn’t about being invisible. Plausible deniability.

      Mrs. McNichols didn’t come close enough to the room to notice anyway.

      “Sullivan?” she called down the hallway. “Would you tell the kids it’s time?”

      Van blinked. Time?

      His eyes swept across the room, then back toward the hallway. She didn’t stick around for a reply. Her heels tapped a retreating rhythm, fading into the distance like a metronome winding down.

      “She leave?” Charli whispered from her hiding place.

      Marla army-crawled to the doorway and leaned just far enough to peek. “She’s gone,” she confirmed.

      “Good. If she asks,” Charli said, “tell her I’m in the bathroom.”

      A quiet agreement passed through the room like a shared spell. A contract of silence. No one questioned it.

      One by one, they stood and stretched, brushing crumbs off their shirts and stuffing phones into pockets. They drifted toward the hallway, casual but coordinated, like birds lifting from a power line all at once.

      Sera was the last to go. When she noticed Van lingering, still rooted by indecision, she grabbed his sleeve and gave it a tug.

      “Come on.”

      He hesitated. “Is Charli coming?”

      Sera leaned in, close enough that he could smell spearmint gum. “Didn’t you hear?” she said, with a wink. “She’s in the bathroom.”
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        * * *

      

      Everyone had gathered in the great room now, forming a loose semicircle around the fireplace. Conversation buzzed like static, the air charged with a kind of expectant wonder. It felt like Christmas Eve, like something magical might happen if you waited long enough.

      At the center of the room, the FS9 droid stood on a chair. Even elevated, it held perfect balance, its posture straight and composed, towering above the crowd like a digital angel atop a tree.

      The lighting was soft and golden. Firelight danced across the polished floor. There was laughter and murmurs, but underneath it all was a silence that came with anticipation. It felt like Santa Claus was about to slide down the chimney.

      Across the room, Mom spotted Van. She smiled, eyes lighting up when she saw him standing beside Sera and the others. She gave a little wave. For once, Van didn’t feel like he was on the outside looking in. He wasn’t lurking in a corner or hiding behind furniture. He was part of something. That’s what she saw.

      What she didn’t know was why he was still there. Why he hadn’t disappeared to a bathroom or a closet or a coat rack. Why he hadn’t ghosted the night like he always did.

      It wasn’t the droid. It wasn’t the holiday magic. It was Charli.

      And Charli was hiding. Didn’t you hear?

      A second droid entered the room, the one from the parking lot. Its long coat was gone, revealing dull gray skinwrap over muscled arms. Behind it came the dogs.

      Lenny pushed to the front immediately, tail wagging like a caffeinated metronome. He ignored the people. He ignored the droid. He made a straight line to Van and parked himself at his feet.

      People turned. Laughed. Reached down to pet the star of the party. Van felt the glow of that attention settle on him. He didn’t deserve it, but he let it happen. Sometimes, proximity was enough.

      “Where’s Charli?” Mrs. McNichols asked, scanning the room.

      “She’s in the bathroom,” Erica said without looking up from her phone.

      Mrs. McNichols frowned. Just for a second. Concern flitted across her face, quick and subtle. She looked like she might go check, but then something caught her attention.

      A murmur rippled through the crowd. People were pointing.

      The FS9’s faceplate, once smooth and blank, now showed an image like a television screen. A face. Not realistic. Not exactly. More like an old animation.

      The face had sharp features, a pinched brow, and spectacles. It looked like something out of a storybook. A familiar sneer curled its digital lips.

      “Merry Christmas, Mr. Scrooge!” someone called out.

      And the room erupted in laughter. Even Van smiled. But in the back of his mind, he couldn’t stop thinking about the girl under the air hockey table. Hiding. From something.

      Or someone. Or maybe everything.

      The droid’s gray hand lifted in an awkward, half-hearted wave. It was jarring. His posture, once statuesque, had slumped slightly. The movement was stiff. Mechanical, yes, but also tired. Like a weary politician, smiling through another handshake he didn’t want to give. He raised his hand again, this time slower, lazier, as though unsure if anyone was still watching.

      “Merry, merry, all,” he grumbled, flat and joyless, like someone reciting lines from a long-forgotten play.

      There was applause. Scattered. Uncertain.

      Mr. McNichols stepped up with gusto, shaking the droid’s hand like an old celebrity just finished an oldie but goodie. The projected face of Ebenezer Scrooge flashed another forced grin and wished the room a hearty Merry Christmas! in a tone that couldn’t have sounded more disinterested. The smile never reached his eyes.

      The whole thing felt rehearsed, like a tech demo. And yet, the room responded like it was real theater. Smiles. Nods. Another wave of polite, sluggish applause. Then, just like that, Ebenezer Scrooge tapped out.

      The faceplate returned to its original blank grayness. No eyes. No expression. Just a reflective surface that caught the firelight and threw it back cold.

      The droid stepped
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