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  Author's Note


MY INTEREST IN short fiction writing isn't new, but I've given it more attention recently, which has allowed me to experiment with different genres and subjects. This collection brings together stories that range widely in setting and tone, from an alien deserter selling vacuums in 1950s Roswell to weather gods learning about love to frontier stagecoach stations where nothing is quite as it seems. 
The anthology is organized into four parts, though the boundaries between them are intentionally flexible:

	Part One focuses on science fiction action and adventure, with stories about space travel, corporate intrigue, and dystopian futures. These tales explore what happens to human nature when technology, society, and distance separate us from each other.


	Part Two offers stories about warmth and emotional connection, often with elements of magic or wonder. You'll find midsummer flowers that reveal hidden abilities, weather deities whose conflicts create seasonal beauty, and unexpected friendships in unlikely places. These stories suggest that extraordinary moments exist within ordinary life if we pay attention.


	Part Three examines conflict, both personal and systemic. The stories here include CIA operations that go wrong, political allegories featuring dogs, and western frontier tales about justice and violence.


	Part Four addresses stories about legacy and change. A grief-eater learns that consuming others' pain has consequences, a cartographer's leaky fountain pen leads to three generations of mistaken nationality, and a cup of tea connects people across oceans, continents, and time. These final stories consider what we inherit from the past and what we leave for the future.




While Part One concentrates on science fiction, the collection overall includes historical fiction, mystery, supernatural horror, magical realism, contemporary fiction, and satire. Story lengths vary from fifty-word flash fiction to longer pieces. The common thread is characters who discover the rules they've been following might be wrong, or the truths they've accepted deserve questioning.
Some stories aim to entertain with humor, and feature street performers who dress as pirates or highlight the emotional challenges of being an extraterrestrial in hiding. Others focus on deeply personal narratives, such as a therapist whose childhood teddy bear helps him understand his clients' pain, or the son who realizes that honest grief honors his mother better than polite fiction.
Short fiction offers readers complete narratives without requiring extended time commitments, which seems particularly valuable now. These stories can be read quickly but are intended to provoke thought beyond their final sentences. My hope is they will entertain, challenge, and occasionally surprise readers.
The connections between characters and themes are present throughout the collection, though I've tried to arrange the stories in a way that suggests relationships without insisting on specific interpretations. Readers may find their own patterns and meanings beyond what I initially intended.
Daniel P. Douglas
December 2025 






  
  The Stories


PART ONE: Now Boarding All Comet-Class Passengers 

The Humanity Protocol — A scientist who helped engineer emotion out of humanity discovers a pregnant woman in his facility and dangerous proof the system is failing.
Polar Arcadia — A communications technician arrives at a perfect polar colony and discovers perfection requires exile, frozen bodies, and absolute silence.
Seeds of Deception — A corporate extraction specialist meets a botanist on a routine shuttle flight. Neither is what they claim, and the data they're both chasing could feed starving colonies or make someone very rich.
A Course Toward Hope — A smuggler running supplies through war-torn lands makes one final deal, a trade that may cost him everything.
Nanite Heart — A woman’s nanites were programmed to keep her alive. They weren't programmed for love.
Zeke Awakens — (flash fiction) An asteroid miner drills into ancient rock and feels the pull of Earth across the cosmos.
On the Run — (flash fiction) A detective helps a fugitive escape.
The Crooked Holo — Corporate backstabbing unfolds on a shuttle to Venus. The coup comes with a Cheshire grin.
The Great Space Coffee Caper — In space, no one can hear you steal the last bag of real coffee beans.
Adlai's Gig — (flash fiction) What does Adlai actually do at the Mercury orbital refinery?
Rent to Own — (flash fiction) A tech billionaire's perfect romance comes with ownership terms.
Not Alone — (flash fiction) Fifty words, one UFO sighting.

      ***PART TWO: Fireflies and Fireworks

Fire Cleanse — (flash fiction) Twin bonfires burn toward meaning on a midsummer night.
Your Grand Voyage — (flash fiction) A space station falls from the sky toward a high school football field as its crew sends a final message.
For Queen and Colony — A hornet queen rallies her warriors against nocturnal raiders in an epic battle told entirely from the hive's perspective.
Seven Flowers for Lemonade — A man sees children selling lemonade and remembers a night thirty years before when a strange woman taught him about magic hiding in ordinary things.
The Asphalt Buccaneers — A ragtag crew of street performers in a rusted minivan takes on corporate-sponsored rivals at a festival competition. Pirates of the pavement, stealing laughs with nothing but audacity.
Digital Nostalgia: A Commodore 64’s Last Stand — 64 kilobytes of RAM. 17 million units sold. One last shot at immortality.
The Deserter — An alien space commander refuses to cleanse a peaceful planet and escapes to 1947 Roswell, New Mexico.
We Make Magic — The Bringer of Late Frosts broods about being hated while Early Spring arrives beloved by all. 
Davy's Prediction — A weather-obsessed sixth grader predicts a thunderstorm will empty the line to see Star Wars in 1977. His only friend trusts the forecast and learns that acceptance beats judgment every time.

      ***PART THREE: Warring Ways

Stage Stop — A thirteen-year-old boy at an isolated Wyoming stage station notices details about recent guests don't fit.
Preacher Man — A murdered girl. A corrupt preacher. A boy with nothing left to lose and his daddy's Colt revolver.
Mathematical Showdown — A gunslinger who fled Harvard after murdering a professor's son has won twenty-seven duels using behavioral prediction equations. Then a drunk with tremors breaks every formula he's ever trusted.
The War Wound — (flash fiction) A Civil War veteran turned gunslinger credits a head wound for his edge in duels.
Venison Vengeance — (flash fiction) A butcher admires his eight reindeer carcasses until a bearded old man appears with resurrection on his mind.
A Cat Handler's Confession — A grandfather tells his disbelieving grandchildren about Operation Acoustic Kitty: the CIA's twenty-million-dollar attempt to turn a cat into a listening device.
 Pack Politics: A Tale of Tails and Treachery — They debated leash laws and treat distribution. Then a Yorkshire terrier asked the real question: Who controlled the gates?
 Mickey’s Infernal Bargain — Hell hath no fury like Satan reviewing your contractual obligations.

      ***PART FOUR: Legacies Lost and Found

Digesting Darkness — Someone discovers they can consume others' grief by eating objects tied to their lives.
Live, Die, Repeat — A soul who hopes for transcendence after death and who has lived eight lifetimes of celebrated achievement faces his final gallery review, where every masterpiece hemorrhages its true cost.
Cupped Before Us — A cup of tea in colonial Williamsburg connects to a London warehouse, a shipwreck in the South China Sea, and a family farm in Fujian province.
Decimal Displacement — A cartographer's bleeding fountain pen shifts a decimal point by 0.7 millimeters. Years later, a family discovers the implications of this tiny mistake.
Perfect Teeth — A son stands at his mother's funeral telling comfortable lies about her peaceful death. Then someone tells the truth, and he has to decide what kind of eulogy she actually deserves.
Dad's Story — (flash fiction) A son watches his elderly father lose his car keys and tell the same war story again.
This New Weird — A teenager returns to middle school after pandemic lockdown to find his best friend has joined a new tribe, nothing fits the way it used to, and normal is something you build from whatever pieces remain.
The Bear You Know — A psychotherapist listens to a client's childhood trauma while a rescued teddy bear with an important personal history watches from the nearby bookshelf.
The Spook Who Sleuths — A paranormal private dick with a Spectral Spook Zapper and a secret of her own investigates a suspicious death at the Wackerman Estate. The joint's got more spirits than a speakeasy on a Saturday night.
With His Boots On — A son sits on a vigil while his father dies, asking for his boots. Some men need to leave the way they lived.
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“Statistics provided cold comfort when you felt your atoms might separate at any moment.”

— From Seeds of Deception 








  
  The Humanity Protocol


DR. CONRAD HUBER regulated the neural suppression field while studying the developing embryos. Each sphere beat with a soft blue light, synchronized to the frequency that would guarantee emotional stability in the final products. The latest batch—Series 2157—stood out as his most efficient. He made a note on his tablet, recording subtle improvements in genetic sequencing that would mitigate the chances of deviation. 
One embryo flickered with an irregular pattern, drawing his attention. As he leaned closer, the light caught his reflection in the glass. For a moment, superimposed over the cold blue glow of the incubation chamber, he saw his younger self, walking the corridors of this facility when it was a proper hospital, before the transition. Back when he had just started his career, when natural births filled these halls with chaos and joy.
The sound of real babies crying, the warmth of human connection, before he helped change it all...
Huber straightened up, his fingers reaching for the port behind his ear where his own emotional suppression implant regulated his neurochemistry. The device purred normally, but the memory lingered like an unwelcome shadow at the edge of consciousness.
As he studied the embryo, he glimpsed movement in his peripheral vision. Dr. Santos from Embryo Storage stood near the doorway. When he turned to acknowledge her, she was gone, her footsteps fading down the corridor. It wasn’t the first time he’d noticed her quiet observations of his work, though he’d never thought to question why.
“Dr. Huber?” The crisp tone of Director Koga-Ban interrupted Huber’s momentary distraction. “The Board is very pleased with Series 2156’s preliminary results. Though I notice their productivity metrics aren’t meeting expected targets.”
Huber faced his superior, keeping the impassive expression expected of senior staff. “Minor variations sometimes occur as we refine the process. Series 2157 incorporates adjustments that should address any...inefficiencies.”
Koga-Ban’s eyes narrowed. “See that it does. We can’t afford another deviation like the 2149 Series.” She paused, studying him. “You were involved in the early implementation of the program, weren’t you? Back when the suppression protocols were still being perfected?”
“I was,” Huber said, his tone flat. He didn’t mention he remembered those early days with unexpected clarity—the failed attempts, the subjects whose emotions proved resistant to suppression. The ones who disappeared, never to be seen again.
“Then you understand better than most the importance of ensuring absolute control over the reproduction process.” Koga-Ban gestured toward the embryos. “You’ve dedicated your life to perfecting these protocols. More than forty years of service. One hint of emotional contamination now, and we risk losing everything we’ve built for our beloved leaders.”
Huber nodded, but as Koga-Ban walked away, he found his eyes drawn to the irregular embryo. Its light pulsed with a pattern that reminded him, inexplicably, of a laughing child’s heartbeat.
He reached for his tablet to document the deviation, but his fingers hesitated over the screen. For the first time in his career, he felt an unfamiliar reluctance to mark something for correction. The feeling passed, suppressed by his implant, but it left behind a hint of doubt in the perfect, sterile world he’d helped create.
Huber made his way to the analysis lab, his tablet displaying the anomalous readings. The lab’s technician worked at the sequencing station. “I need a full spectrum analysis of Embryo 2157-23.”
The technician turned. For a moment, Huber’s implant struggled to regulate the surge of recognition that hit him. Her face triggered a buried memory: a small girl with the same grey eyes, no more than five years old, sitting in her father’s office 25 years ago. He remembered sharing his contraband candy bar with her while discussing the upcoming protocols with Dr. Woods—her father, his respected colleague, who had disappeared without explanation.
“Of course, Dr. Huber.” Her voice held the proper flatness, but her eyes held his a fraction too long. “I’m Technician Woods. Emmaline Woods.”
Emmaline’s fingers manipulated the sequencing controls. “The embryo shows elevated levels of oxytocin receptor expression.” She pulled up the data, and Huber noticed her hand trembling. “Similar to patterns documented in the failed Series 2149.”
The mention of Series 2149 should have triggered reporting protocols. Instead, he found himself studying her face, noting the careful way she held her neutral look. Like someone wearing a mask they had practiced all their life.
“Run the analysis again,” he said. “And delete the first test from the system. Routine equipment calibration.”
Surprise broke through Emmaline’s practiced demeanor. In that unguarded moment, Huber saw something that both terrified and fascinated him, an echo of the girl who had once known how to smile. Emmaline’s laugh, a distant, forgotten memory, bypassed his implant’s suppression.
In his office, the security feed filled Huber’s screen, a grid of emotionless productivity—until he noticed the pattern. Technician Woods. Lab 7. Every third night shift. And she wasn’t alone.
He enhanced the footage. A male technician—Lucien Reyes, Series 2149—stood too close to her sequencing station. Their movements weren’t the prescribed distance apart. Their hands touched, lingering.
Huber’s finger hovered over the reporting icon, but another alert diverted him: an automated flag on Emmaline’s quarterly health scan. He pulled up her readings, his eyes widening at the hormone levels. Impossible. The suppression implants prevented...
The lab door slid open. Emmaline stood there, her face no longer wearing its careful mask. “You’ve seen it, then.”
“Natural conception was eliminated for the greater good of societal production,” he said. “Love contaminates—”
“Like your memory of that candy bar?” Her words shattered his practiced calm. “The implants aren’t perfect, Dr. Huber. Some of us remember. Some of us feel.”
His own implant whined in protest as she stepped closer. “Lucien is from Series 2149. You know what that means. The early protocols...they didn’t take. Not completely.” She pressed her hand to her abdomen. “And now we have proof that humanity can’t be engineered into submission.”
The reporting icon pulsed red on his screen. One touch would summon the Enforcement Unit. Instead, Huber found himself asking, “How many others?”
“Enough to show that your perfect system is failing.” Her grey eyes held his. “Deep down, you already know that, don’t you?”
After Emmaline left his office, Huber sat motionless, his implant working overtime to process the conflicting signals flooding his system. The memory of her words—“Some of us remember. Some of us feel”—refused to fade, even as his neural suppressors strained against the tide of forbidden emotions.
He found himself checking the security feed, watching Emmaline and Lucien’s careful interactions with an awareness he couldn’t—shouldn’t—possess. Hours passed. His finger remained poised over the reporting icon, duty warring with something deeper, something his implant couldn’t suppress.
Then the inevitable happened.
Huber witnessed with growing unease as the Enforcement Unit burst into Lab 7, their black uniforms a stark contrast to the sterile white walls. Lucien moved in front of Emmaline, an instinct that shouldn’t exist in Series 2149.
The lead enforcer cut him off. “Emotional contamination identified. Subject displays protective behavior consistent with attachment formation.” He gestured to his team. “Secure both deviants.”
Huber’s hands clenched as the enforcers separated them. His implant struggled to suppress the surge of...something...as Emmaline reached for Lucien, their fingers almost touching before being wrenched apart.
“Director Koga-Ban will want to examine this breach personally,” the lead enforcer said, pressing a neural inhibitor against Emmaline’s neck. She collapsed, and Huber’s implant nearly shorted from the intensity of his response.
He found himself moving, walking through the facility’s corridors toward the detention level. His authorized access card opened each security door, but his usual calm crumbled with every step.
Through the observation window, he watched as they strapped Emmaline and Lucien to examination tables. Instruments cataloged the changes in their bodies. The natural pregnancy stood as evidence humanity’s emotional core couldn’t be engineered away like the oligarchs demanded.
“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Director Koga-Ban’s voice made Huber turn. “How the flaws in Series 2149 combined with residual emotional capacity to create this...aberration.” She studied the medical readouts. “We’ll learn much from dissecting this failure.”
“They’re not failures.” Huber’s words escaped before his implant could stop them. “They’re human beings.”
Koga-Ban’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, Dr. Huber. Your own implant seems to be malfunctioning. Perhaps you need an adjustment—”
“No.” The certainty in his voice surprised him. “What needs adjustment is this system. Look at the productivity reports. Look at the data. We’re not creating a perfect society. We’re destroying what makes us human.”
His implant failed as he watched Emmaline’s unconscious form. The feeling wasn’t weakness or contamination—it was love. And for the first time, Huber embraced it.
Huber hurried back to his office, knowing Koga-Ban would soon send security teams to retrieve him for “adjustment.” His hands shook as he accessed the facility’s restricted archives. The emotional awakening had shattered decades of conditioning, leaving him raw but seeing clearly for the first time. He had minutes, perhaps, to uncover the truth. He began with Series 2149.
The records showed a pattern he’d never allowed himself to notice before. Early subjects who’d retained emotional capacity hadn’t simply “disappeared into the system.” They’d been harvested for data, their bodies and brains studied to perfect the suppression protocols. He found himself scanning faces, wondering how many others like Lucien had survived, carrying their humanity like a secret flame.
A new file caught his attention: “Oligarch Exemption Protocols.” Private medical facilities. Natural births. Children raised with full emotional capacity. The oligarchs had preserved for themselves the very things they denied to others. Their own children learned to laugh, to love, while they engineered the masses into compliance.
Huber pulled up the genetic degradation data he’d been ignoring for months. Generation after generation of artificial reproduction had introduced subtle flaws. The system wasn’t just destroying humanity’s emotional core—it was unraveling the species itself.
He closed the files, but not before catching a glimpse of another familiar face in the records. Dr. Woods—Emmaline’s father. The surgeon hadn’t simply disappeared. He’d been executed for attempting to warn others about the dangerous oligarchs.
Huber’s hands trembled as he read the execution report. He remembered the last conversation he had with James Woods while his young daughter played in the corner of the office. Now, decades later, the truth bore down on him. He hadn’t just failed humanity, he’d failed his friend.
“The Board requests your presence, Dr. Huber.” A junior administrator’s voice instructed him through office vid-comm. “Regarding the recent... incident.”
Huber responded, maintaining his neutral expression. But as he walked to the Board chamber, he felt the weight of every file he’d read, every face he’d seen. He thought of Lucien and Emmaline, of her father’s sacrifice, of the children he’d helped strip of their humanity.
His implant failed, overwhelmed by the tide of emotion he no longer wished to suppress. And in its failure, he found his strength. The system hadn’t just taken love from humanity. It had taken choice, hope, and compassion, the very essence of being a human.
The time for observation was over. Now, he needed to act.
Instead of the Board chamber, Huber’s steps carried him to the old wing of the facility. These corridors, scheduled for decommissioning, held memories of the transition—and perhaps something more. He’d seen unauthorized access patterns here in the security logs, dismissing them as system glitches. Now he understood they were something else entirely.
A panel in the wall slid open near where he stood. “Dr. Huber.” The voice came from a figure he recognized—Dr. Santos from Embryo Storage. “We’ve been watching you.”
Something stirred in Huber’s gut—an unfamiliar sensation that his failed implant couldn’t suppress. Trust. Not calculated or logical, but raw and instinctive. The same kind of intuition that had made him hesitate over Emmaline’s test results. His awakened emotions told him Dr. Santos represented hope, not danger.
She led him through a maze of abandoned medical rooms. The remnants of the old hospital surrounded them—birthing suites converted to storage, nurseries filled with outdated equipment. Places where natural life had once existed.
They emerged into a neonatal unit. Now it served as a hidden command center, filled with faces he knew from the facility. Technicians. Administrators. Security officers. All carrying their humanity like a secret weapon.
“Many of us are from the early series,” Santos explained. “The imperfect ones. We found each other. Built this network. Waited for others like you to wake up.”
A technician turned from a monitoring station—Weber from Series 2151, someone Huber had passed in corridors a hundred times without really seeing. “We’ve been watching you since Emmaline made contact.” His hand touched his own implant port. “The system’s control isn’t absolute. It never was.”
“The degradation in the artificial reproduction program,” Huber said. “You knew?”
“We’ve been gathering data for years.” Santos gestured to screens showing genetic analysis. “The oligarchs’ natural children prove it. Each generation of suppressed reproduction becomes less stable. The system is failing on a cellular level.”
“We need your access codes,” Weber said. “Your knowledge of the facility’s systems. Emmaline and Lucien aren’t the first they’ve taken, but we can make them the last. We need to show everyone the truth.”
Huber’s implant gave a final static-filled protest before it collapsed into silence. The flood of emotion that followed didn’t overwhelm him now. It further strengthened his resolve. “The quarterly productivity reports,” he said. “The genetic data. The oligarchs’ private medical records. I can get them all.”
“It’s not just about exposing the truth,” Santos said. “We need to destroy the suppression system itself. The neural network, the embryo protocols—”
“The core control center,” Huber finished. “I helped design it. I can help you end it.” His thoughts turned to Emmaline and Lucien in the detention center. “But we need to move quickly. Koga-Ban won’t wait long before beginning their ‘examination.’”
A sound erupted from the corridor. Santos moved to a monitor. “Security teams. They’re searching the old wing.”
“Looking for me,” Huber said. He straightened, feeling the weight of every decision that had led him here. “How many others are ready to wake up?”
“More than the oligarchs know,” Santos said. “We have people in every department, every level. We just need to give them the chance.”
Huber nodded, already forming a plan. “Then let’s remind humanity what it means to be human.”
The plan formed out of years of suppressed emotion. Huber’s access codes opened the facility’s deepest systems while the resistance members moved through the shadows of the old hospital wing. They had minutes, perhaps, before the security teams found them.
“Upload complete,” Weber said from his station. “The productivity reports, genetic data, everything—streaming to every display in the facility.”
Huber worked the control panel. “Targeting the neural network next. The suppression system runs on a synchronized pulse. If we can disrupt it at the source—”
“The implants will fail,” Santos said. “Like yours did. Like ours did.”
A security alert flashed red. On the monitors, they watched Koga-Ban enter the detention center where Emmaline and Lucien were held. Her face showed the first crack in its emotional mask—anger.
“Now,” Huber said. His code sequence found the heart of the system he’d helped build. The same frequency that kept humanity docile, that prevented love and joy and pain—he could end it all in one command.
He hesitated. “The shock of sudden emotional awakening—”
“Is better than staying enslaved,” Santos said. “We all survived it. They will too.”
Huber entered the final sequence. Throughout the facility, the subtle hum of the suppression field faltered. In the detention center, Koga-Ban’s hand reached for her implant port. The enforcers surrounding Emmaline and Lucien staggered.
“Security breach in progress,” the facility’s automated system announced. “Containment protocols—” The voice distorted and died as decades of hidden truth flooded every screen and speaker.
In the detention center, implants failed one by one. Emmaline and Lucien found each other as Koga-Ban lurched, her conditioning shattered. “What...what is this feeling?”
“It’s called love,” Huber’s voice carried through the facility’s communication system. “Something the oligarchs kept for themselves while denying it to everyone else. Look at your screens. See what they’ve hidden. See what they’ve taken from us.”
The security teams in the old wing had stopped searching. They stood transfixed by the data streaming across every surface—proof of the oligarchs’ deception, the failed genetic engineering, the truth about human emotion.
“The system is breaking down at a cellular level,” Huber said. “Each generation more unstable than the last. They knew. They’ve always known. But now everyone else will know too.”
In the detention center, other prisoners awakened. Throughout the facility, implants failed. People touched their faces, feeling tears for the first time in years. Others laughed. Some screamed as decades of suppressed emotion broke free.
“It will take time,” Santos said, watching the chaos unfold. “Learning to feel again. Learning to love.”
“But they’ll have the chance now,” Huber said. He thought of his own journey from system architect to its destroyer. From emotional slave to fully human. “That’s all anyone needs. A chance to feel.”
In the detention center, Emmaline and Lucien held each other, their love no longer a secret. Their child would be born into a world where love wasn’t a flaw to be engineered away, but the very thing that made them…human.
And Dr. Conrad Huber, watching it all unfold, felt no regret as the system he’d helped build crumbled around him. Only love. Raw, human love for all of them. For humanity itself, finally free to feel again without fear of oppression and persecution.
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  Polar Arcadia


THE SHUTTLE WINDOWS frosted over as Jack Graves made his final approach to Arcadia's dome. Its perfect hemisphere stood stark white against the endless black sky and blue-silver ice of the polar landscape. No stars penetrated the atmospheric haze—just the distant sun hanging low on the horizon, casting long shadows across glacial plains. 
The landing pad extended from Arcadia’s southern edge, a metal arm reaching into the wilderness. Graves guided his shuttle down, its landing struts compressing with a groan as they accepted the vessel’s weight.
“Welcome to Arcadia, the frontier’s shining jewel,” an artificial voice said as atmospheric equalization started. “Please wait until pressurization completes before disembarking.”
Graves gathered his tools and specialized components for the planetary relay system. After fifteen years installing communications networks across the frontier, he’d seen dozens of colonies like Arcadia—settlements promising paradise but delivering something else altogether. The prettier the packaging, the uglier the contents.
The airlock cycled open. A woman with a perfect smile and a white uniform waited for him. Her name badge read, “Host Joy.”
“Welcome to Arcadia, Specialist Graves. We’ve prepared your accommodations and workspace. The dome administrator sends his regrets that he couldn’t greet you himself. He looks forward to meeting you at dinner.” Her lips curved upward while her eyes remained distant, unaffected by the gesture.
“I’d rather start work,” Graves said, hoisting his equipment bag. “The sooner I finish, the sooner I’m gone.”
Her smile flickered for just a moment. “Of course. I’ll show you to the communications center.”
They walked through gleaming corridors where soft light reflected off white surfaces. Residents passed them wearing clean, color-coded uniforms. Everyone offered smiles and polite nods. But no one spoke.
“How many people live here now?” Graves asked.
“Arcadia maintains an optimal population of five hundred residents,” Joy said. “Our resources support this number with a twenty percent surplus for emergencies or expansion.”
“Impressive output from geothermal taps this far north.”
Joy’s pace faltered a little. “You’ve researched our infrastructure.”
“I research all my installation sites.” Graves studied the back of her head. “The relay integrates with your power grid. I need to know what I’m working with.”
They reached the communications center—a circular room with workstations arranged around a central holographic projector currently displaying the dome and surrounding area. Graves noted the high-resolution imaging of the terrain extending fifty kilometers in each direction.
“Your team will help with the installation?” he asked.
“You’ll work alone,” Joy said. “Administrator Shaw prefers minimal disruption to our operations.”
Graves set down his equipment. “The specs said I’d have assistants.”
“Plans change. The requisition form for your visit also said you’d arrive three days ago.” Her perfect smile returned. “We adapt.”
After she left, Graves ran his hand across the communications console. Brand new equipment. Not a scratch, not a dent, not a single sign of use or customization. He’d never seen a comms station so pristine. Most frontier operators decorated their workstations with personal touches—family photos, good luck charms, and contraband snacks.
Graves pulled out his diagnostics kit and plugged it into the main terminal. The system’s baseline readings revealed flawless data—too flawless. No fluctuations, no power spikes, perfect transmission clarity across all channels.
“Either I see the best-maintained system in the sector, or someone fabricated these readings,” he said to himself.
He dug deeper into the power allocation subroutines. Something didn’t add up. The dome’s electrical grid distributed energy for exactly five hundred residents, yet the consumption patterns showed strange surges to lower-level systems that didn’t appear on any public schematics. The life support grid consumed nearly twenty percent more oxygen than the population required, with the excess routed to a section labeled only as “CS.”
“Critical Systems, maybe?” he said, making a mental note to investigate further. In his experience, unexplained resource allocation pointed to something someone wanted to hide.
A soft alarm sounded from the central display. The holographic terrain map shifted focus to a point about two kilometers north of the dome. A blinking red marker appeared.
Graves enlarged the area. The system had flagged a temperature anomaly—a heat signature rapidly cooling to match the surrounding ice. He increased magnification and felt his stomach tighten.
A human figure lay face-down on the ice, a dark stain spreading beneath it. Even as he watched, frost formed on the exposed skin and clothing.
He keyed the emergency channel. “Security, this is Communications Specialist Graves. I’m tracking what appears to be a person on the ice, two kilometers north. Possible medical emergency.”
A calm voice responded without delay. “Acknowledged. We’re aware of the situation. Please continue with your assigned duties.”
“Someone’s out there dying!”
“The situation is under control. This is a security matter. Please restrict your activities to communications installation.”
The connection ended. Graves stared at the display, watching as the heat signature continued to fade. The person was still alive, barely.
He memorized the coordinates and headed for the door. It locked before he reached it.
“Please remain at your workstation, Specialist Graves,” the dome’s AI said. “For your safety, the communications center will remain secured until security personnel arrive.”
Graves returned to the console and accessed its code backend. Standard frontier systems all used similar architectures. After bypassing two security protocols, he located the door controls and overrode them. A soft click announced the lock’s disengagement.
The corridor outside remained empty. Graves moved toward the northern section of the dome where he’d spotted service entrances and environmental suit storage on the schematic he’d studied during approach. The few residents he passed continued to smile, their eyes sliding past him as if trained not to notice.
The service area required a security badge. Graves pulled a multipurpose electronic key from his pocket—standard equipment for communications specialists who often needed access to secure areas. The door opened to reveal a locker room with environmental suits hanging in neat rows.
He selected one and checked its systems. Fully charged oxygen and heating elements, communication equipment disabled. He replaced the communications module with a spare from his pocket and sealed the suit.
Another door led to an airlock. Graves cycled through and stepped out onto the ice, the full force of the planet hitting him right away. Even through the insulated suit, the cold penetrated like needles. Wind howled across the barren landscape, visibility dropping to less than a hundred meters in the swirling snow.
Graves activated his helmet display and pulled up the coordinates. Two kilometers across open ice in these conditions would be challenging, but the suit’s navigation system would guide him. He set off at a steady pace, each step crunching through the crystalline surface.
Eighteen minutes later, his proximity alert triggered. Through the blowing snow, he made out a dark shape ahead. As he approached, details emerged—a human figure in a thin dome uniform, no environmental protection. Male, middle-aged, face-down on the ice.
Graves kneeled beside the man and rolled him over. The face had already frozen, skin blue-white with frost forming on the eyelashes. But when Graves checked vital signs, he detected a faint pulse. Hypothermia had slowed the man’s metabolism to near suspension.
Working fast, Graves switched on the emergency warming panels in his suit and wrapped them around the man’s core. He removed his own outer insulation layer and added it as protection. The man wouldn’t survive transport back to the dome without better equipment, but Graves could at least stabilize him for the moment.
As he worked, he noticed something clutched in the man’s frozen hand. With careful pressure, he extracted a small data chip. He slipped it into his suit’s reader.
“Graves! Stop what you’re doing right now!”
The voice erupted from behind him. Graves turned to see three figures armed with pulse rifles and wearing security uniforms approaching through the snow. Their environmental suits bore Arcadia’s logo.
“This man needs medical attention,” Graves shouted.
“That’s not your concern. Return to the dome now.” The lead officer raised his weapon.
“He’s still alive.”
“No, he isn’t.” The officer fired. The super-heated pulse hit the frozen man, shattering his chest into crystalline fragments that scattered across the ice.
Graves scrambled backward. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Enforcing dome policy. Exile is permanent.” The officer turned the weapon toward Graves. “You’ve interfered in Arcadia security matters. The administrator will decide your status.”
The guards escorted Graves back to the dome, confiscated his environmental suit, and locked him in his assigned quarters—a minimalist white room with a bed, desk, and washroom. No windows, no communications equipment.
He sat on the bed and retrieved the data chip he’d palmed before the guards arrived. His personal tablet could read it, but he hesitated. Information had gotten one
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