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The sun never truly set this time of year—not in Iceland, and certainly not this high above the earth. It hovered in place like it, too, had found a home in the sky and didn’t want to leave. From Rhys Falk’s skyhouse, the world below looked distant enough to forget, the curved edges of Neo-Vitra’s gleaming towers softened by the morning haze.

His home was more glass than structure—walls transparent, roof invisible, corridors suspended midair with no visible anchor. Even the floor below his bare feet shimmered faintly with anti-glare treatment, allowing the illusion that he walked on open air.

To the west, a delivery drone zipped in a wide arc over the geothermal lake system, its rotors nearly silent. A cluster of others followed—agriculture units, transporters, two with city-seal medallions blinking on their chassis. One peeled off and began its final approach toward his upper balcony.

“ETA twenty-six seconds,” came a voice, feminine and tonally measured, from somewhere behind him.

Rhys didn’t turn.

The voice wasn’t human. It belonged to Nexxus, his assigned intelligence unit. She stood beside the recessed console embedded in the center support of the skyhouse—humanoid frame, silver-white skin like brushed aluminum, her facial features soft and readable. She looked built to soothe, not command.

“Confirm window access,” she added, one hand already hovering near the vertical seam where the balcony wall would split to admit the drone.

“Confirm,” Rhys said, still gazing outward.

Beyond the ice fields, far past Rivik’s older gridwork, the sea glinted like a solid pane of mercury.

The wall opened with a breath-like hiss, and the drone hovered into position just outside. 

A small tray extended from its undercarriage, magnetic lock releasing as the meal box was retrieved by Nexxus.

She didn’t speak again until the window re-sealed.

“Would you like the mushrooms seared or steamed?”

“I’m not hungry,” Rhys murmured.

Her head tilted slightly, a pause in her movements—not confusion, but a gesture programmed to mirror it.

“It’s not for you.”

He blinked. Turned slightly.

Before he could ask, the soundless vertical whirr of the glass elevator began to rise through the house’s central pillar.

The elevator shaft ran through the core of the skyhouse like a spine—flawless, seamless glass trimmed with a ribbon of soft blue light. Its ascent was so quiet it barely disturbed the air, but Rhys had lived with it long enough to feel its presence before it arrived.

Nexxus didn’t explain further. She had already turned to the prep station, a levitating countertop that adjusted height and orientation to her reach. With a smooth flick of her wrist, the meal box unfolded itself—a slim capsule expanding into a three-part tray, steam curling from the center.

Saffron rice, grilled mycelium cuts, microgreens. Typical Neo-Vitra dietary programming: nutrient-dense, calorically precise, aggressively bland. But Nexxus added a citrus reduction to the side of the plate, a flourish he hadn’t seen her do before.

The elevator reached the upper deck. It paused for half a beat, then opened with a soft mechanical sigh.

A young woman stepped out.

Her boots made no sound against the floor, her profile stark against the bright wash of sky behind her. She wasn’t part of the house. She didn’t match its symmetry. She looked like she’d walked through three other lives just to arrive here—and yet she didn’t hesitate, didn’t stop to admire the architecture or the altitude.

She just looked at Rhys.

“You’re early,” he said, not moving from the edge of the glass.

She didn’t answer. Her eyes—violet, like his—flicked toward the tray in Nexxus’s hands, then back to him.

“You weren’t going to eat, were you?” she asked.

“No.”

“Good,” she said, brushing past him. “I’m starving.”

She took the plate without asking. Sat without being invited.

Rhys remained by the window a moment longer, watching the horizon as if it might shift into something else.

Then he finally turned.

And sat across from Cyreen.

Cyreen reached across the table and touched his hand, fingers light at first, then bolder, threading between his. The violet in her eyes seemed deeper in the morning light, more fluid than color—like something alive beneath the surface. She leaned in and pressed her lips softly to his.

He didn’t pull away. He pulled closer.

She tasted like the citrus glaze, like the last layer of something sweet and deliberate. When she broke the kiss, he didn’t immediately let go. His other hand came up behind her neck, drawing her toward him again.

Nexxus’s voice interrupted, tone neutral but faintly amused. “Shall I reschedule the meal service for... thirty minutes? Or forty?”

Rhys exhaled against Cyreen’s cheek, a laugh catching at the corner of his mouth.

Cyreen placed a palm flat against his chest, holding him there. “Later,” she said firmly. “He needs to eat.”

“I’m not hungry,” he repeated.

“I was talking to me.”

She turned her attention to the tray, plucked a bite of saffron rice between two fingers, and ate it without utensils, unconcerned with the gesture.

“How was your day?” she asked between chews.

“Boring,” Rhys replied, sinking back in his chair. “I finalized Nexxus’s update. Neural predictive feedback loop is stable. She’ll continue learning without me needing to supervise.”

Cyreen gave a mock-horrified look. “You mean she’s going to become sentient and overthrow the glass house?”

“Absolutely.”

He raised his voice, aiming it upward toward the ambient ceiling panel. “Nexxus—state your limitations, please.”

Nexxus’s voice responded with practiced calm: “I cannot disobey primary user directives. I cannot engage in physical harm. I cannot initiate replication procedures without central clearance. I cannot develop emotional attachments beyond the acceptable scope of simulation.”

“She’s lying,” Cyreen said, smiling into her glass as Rhys poured them each a drink.

“Of course she is,” he said. They clinked glasses.

The drink was cold, herbal, laced with something that numbed the tongue for a second before blooming into clarity.

Rhys leaned back, eyes scanning the curvature of the sky dome. “Where’s my uncle?”

Cyreen glanced at the central console without needing to touch it. “He’s due back tonight. Meeting in Hong Kong went long.”

She sipped again. “Probably trying to convince someone they’re still important.”

Cyreen tilted her glass back, letting the last sip linger on her tongue before setting it down with a soft clink. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and gave him a look—one eyebrow slightly raised.

“Does he know?” she asked casually. “That you keep sneaking into my bed every chance you get?”

Rhys didn’t flinch. “Probably.”

She nodded, eyes drifting toward the curved edge of the glass wall. “He knows everything. And since he’s never asked...” She shrugged. “I assume he does. Probably hoping we slip and make that god-child he’s always talking about.”

Rhys grinned. “We could try tonight.”

She rolled her eyes.

“And tomorrow,” he added.

“Rhys.”

“And the next day.”

Cyreen smiled despite herself, but she shook her head, firm. “No way. Not until you marry me. That’s the deal.”

Rhys blinked, then spread his hands as if that were the simplest fix in the world. “Who wouldn’t marry the most perfect woman on earth?”

“That’s just what my father says,” she replied, a flicker of something quieter crossing her expression. “He programmed that into everyone.”

“It’s true,” Rhys said. “You are the apex. You’re what every geneticist in the last century tried to make and failed.”

She stood and walked to the edge of the glass, her reflection faint against the blue of the sky. “That’s what scares me,” she said softly. “What if that’s all I am?”

Rhys moved toward her without a word. When he reached her, he lifted her effortlessly, and she wrapped her legs around him like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her breath hitched just once as he held her there, hands steady beneath her.

“That’s all you ever need to be,” he said quietly. “For me.”

Cyreen looked down at him, searching, then gave a small smirk over his shoulder.

“Nexxus,” she called, “postpone dinner. One hour.”

“Confirmed,” the AI replied.

He was already carrying her toward the bedroom—barefoot steps silent across the transparent floor. They didn’t make it to the bed fully dressed. Garments came off in fluid motion, torn between kisses and half-laughed breaths, their bodies pressing together with the rhythm of something long rehearsed but still urgent.

The room dimmed automatically, reacting to body heat and movement. The skyline beyond the glass shifted to a softer hue as they fell into the sheets.

From the hallway, the only sounds that carried forward were faint—her voice, fractured and rising. The low thrum of breath. A rhythm that no algorithm could misinterpret.

Nexxus, in her usual stillness by the console, tilted her head ever so slightly, eyes glowing soft and unreadable.

“Timer adjusted.”
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The estate's upper walk was still under the black-glass sky when Auden Falk returned.

His personal transport—unmanned and voice-guided—settled on the elevated landing pad with a hiss, its heat dispersing instantly into the groundplate. Auden stepped out before the canopy fully opened, coat in one hand, eyes already focused forward.

The mansion’s entrance recognized his bio-signature and opened in silence. Dozens of robotic attendants were already in motion—tall, matte-silver units with long limbs and fluid movements. They glided to him, offering refreshments, wardrobe relief, ambient readouts.

He ignored them all.

“Continue transmission,” he said aloud.

A series of flickering light panels activated as he walked. 

The holo-call, midstream, passed from one unit to the next, each projecting the image from their chest or palm, handing off Lucien Graive’s image with perfect timing.

Lucien’s face floated cleanly in the blue-tinged light—impossibly well-groomed even in projection, the skyline of nighttime Manhattan cast wide behind him like a crown.

“...went as well as expected,” Auden was saying as he handed his coat to a bot without looking. “The prototype fusion core exceeded their upper tolerance metrics. They’ve agreed to license the ion-stage schematics in full. No obfuscation clauses.”

Lucien’s eyes brightened. “Very good. I’ll ensure the next capital transfer reaches Vitra before week's end. Expansion should begin Monday.”

Auden paused in his stride, passing through the arched atrium and into the main corridor. “We’ll need to meet soon.”

Lucien leaned forward in the projection, fingers steepled. “Why?”

“I’d prefer to speak in person.”

“Unusual for you,” Lucien said, tone lightly amused. “Something wrong?”

“No,” Auden replied after a moment. “Not wrong. Just important.”

Lucien tapped a surface out of frame. “I’m in New York. I’ll be in Iceland by morning.”

The transmission cut cleanly, the light fading from the final bot’s chest.

Auden stood alone in the wide corridor, the angular white walls glowing faintly with bio-light panels. The temperature had already adjusted to his preference.

“Cyreen,” he called out calmly.

No response.

He waited. Listened.

“Where is my daughter?” he asked—this time, sharper.

The nearest robots hesitated—just half a second. Enough to be noticed.

Their heads swiveled in unison. Not toward her location, but toward each other.

And for the first time in decades, Auden Falk saw fear in machines.

Cyreen entered with a soft rush of steps, a little too quickly to be casual, a little too composed to be guiltless.

“Daddy,” she called brightly, arms open, smile sharp with daughterly charm. “You’re home early.”

Auden turned slightly, his eyes cool but unreadable. “Am I?”

She kissed his cheek lightly, looping an arm through his as they walked further into the foyer. “How was the meeting? Hong Kong again?”

“Predictable,” he said, voice even. “But successful. The ion-stage of the new core is officially licensed. Graive is pleased.”

Cyreen gave a practiced nod, only half listening. Her eyes flicked to the waiting bots, then back to her father. Something about the silence between them pressed into her skin.

“I brought you something,” he said, stopping mid-hallway.

She blinked. “A present?”

He turned toward the far door.

“Enter.”

The door opened seamlessly, and a young woman stepped through—early twenties at most, pale-skinned, long dark hair in a perfect knot at the base of her neck. She was slim, graceful, dressed in muted grey fabric, eyes lowered as she moved with trained delicacy.

Cyreen's smile flickered.

“What... is this?”

Auden gestured smoothly. “Your new personal attendant.”

“I have attendants,” Cyreen said, glancing toward the bots nearby. “Dozens.”

“Sometimes,” Auden replied, “it’s good to have some... human interaction.”

The girl stopped a polite distance away and bowed slightly at the waist. When she spoke, her voice was soft, touched with a thick Russian accent.

“My name is Sera. It is honor to serve you, Miss Falk.”

Cyreen studied her in silence. The girl didn’t meet her eyes, but her stillness was perfect. Submissive, but not afraid.

After a long moment, Cyreen’s lips curled into something new—not quite a smile, not quite approval. But there was amusement there.

“This,” she said thoughtfully, “might be fun.”
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Later that evening, the halls of the estate had gone still, the light panels dimmed to a pale ivory glow that pulsed faintly with the rhythm of the internal systems. The house adjusted its brightness by breath and presence, and Cyreen Falk’s presence reigned here.

She walked beside Sera through a private corridor branching from the east wing, barefoot, robe loose around her frame. Sera carried nothing—everything she owned had already been transferred and unpacked by invisible hands. Still, she moved like someone expecting to be punished for leaving fingerprints on the air.

Cyreen opened the door with a brush of her hand across the sensor. The lights rose slowly in response. The room was minimal, warm, softly shaped—furnished not like a servant’s quarters, but like a high-end guest suite. Curved glass walls opened to a view of the snow-veined cliffs, a bed fitted with charcoal linens, a private bathing basin shaped like an obsidian stone.

Sera stood just inside the doorway, unmoving.

“This is yours,” Cyreen said. “If anything’s missing, tell Nexxus. Or me.”

Sera stared. Her eyes flicked across every surface as if memorizing it in case it vanished.

“You’ve never had your own room?” Cyreen asked, only half curious.

Sera swallowed. “Not like this.”

Cyreen turned toward her, arms folding loosely. “Where are you from?”

Sera hesitated. “Krasnoyarsk. Eastern Russia.”

Cyreen nodded slowly, prompting without pushing.

Sera continued, voice low and careful. “My family sold one daughter for land. One for medicine. I was third. The buyers put me in training. I was... selected. Conditioned. I didn’t know it would be here. I thought it was another embassy program. I thought it was military.”

Her fingers twisted in front of her, knuckles blanching.

“I’m sorry,” Cyreen said stiffly—not unkind, but not intimate either. She wasn’t used to responding to pain she didn’t cause or control.

Sera looked at her for a long moment, her breath slowing.

Then, quietly: “You are so beautiful.”

Cyreen blinked.

Sera’s voice remained barely above a whisper. “Your eyes. Your skin. Your hair. You really are... perfect. Just like your father says.”

Cyreen didn’t speak.

And for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t entirely sure how to respond.

Cyreen tilted her head slightly, lips parting, eyes narrowing with a look somewhere between analysis and amusement. Sera’s words had landed—too honestly, too nakedly—and for a second, the daughter of Auden Falk didn’t know where to put them.

“Thank you,” she said, slowly. The words felt foreign in her mouth.

Then, a flicker of mischief crossed her face, like wind catching flame.

“Come on,” she said suddenly. “Let’s go swimming.”

Sera blinked. “In the sea?”

Cyreen actually laughed. “God, no. You’d freeze solid in two minutes. Follow me.”

She turned before Sera could reply, the hem of her robe trailing across the glass floor like a streak of smoke.

They cut back through the east corridor, down a hidden side hall where the ambient lights adjusted with each step, until they reached a sealed entry with no visible handle. Cyreen placed her palm flat against the surface. It hissed open.

Beyond it: the bath chamber.

It wasn’t just a pool—it was an experience. Half of it stretched into the mountain, sculpted from pale volcanic stone with soft lighting baked into the walls like veins of light. The other half spilled outward into the open air, vanishing into a rimless infinity edge that overlooked the cliffs above Rivik.

Steam drifted upward in soft ribbons. Subtle music—barely more than a suggestion of melody—moved through the air like breath.

Cyreen didn’t hesitate. Her robe dropped to the floor in one fluid motion, and she stepped into the water without a sound.

“Come on,” she called, already chest-deep, the ripples glowing faintly with her movement. Her wet hair clung in sheets to her back, the violet of her eyes almost luminescent under the pool’s glow. She smiled—not rehearsed, not superior.

Just... free.

Sera lingered near the edge, hands twitching. But she didn’t leave.

And finally, for the first time since entering the estate, she smiled.
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