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  Reviewer Comments


Asset Nightfall by Daniel P. Douglas is brilliant speculative fiction… With striking visuals and a backdrop of open space, readers who enjoy speculative espionage set within orbital settlements and cyber infiltration missions will devour this book. Very highly recommended. 
—  Reviewed by Asher Syed for Readers' Favorite

In Daniel P. Douglas's Asset Nightfall: Digital Rebellion, corrupt officials and hidden threats fill the background, and no one fits neatly into the role of a hero or villain. This sci-fi espionage novel maintains high tension without relying solely on action. With strong pacing and sharp conflict, this futuristic thriller is worth checking out. Recommended.
—  Reviewed by Richard Prause for Readers' Favorite

For anyone who enjoys sci-fi with suspense, morally gray areas, and characters you actually connect with, Asset Nightfall is an engaging read all the way through.
—  Reviewed by Robert Collier III for Readers' Favorite 






  
  Author's Note


Welcome to the Wild Frontier Chronicles. The events in Asset Nightfall take place before those in Smuggler's Rebellion: Dawn of Defiance (Book I) and introduces characters and conflicts that weave through the larger series. You can read Asset Nightfall as your first step into this universe or as a standalone adventure. Either way, I'm glad you're here.
I set this story three hundred and seventy-five years from now, but the themes live in today's headlines.
Governments that monitor citizens and call it protection. Institutions that measure human worth by categories they invented. Systems that turn people into instruments and call it service. Faith twisted into law. Bureaucracies that process dissent into silence, not always with violence, but with paperwork and compliance.
What I hope readers find in these pages is something I believe in deeply: that resistance doesn't always look dramatic. Sometimes its plants growing in real soil where regulations say they shouldn't. Paper books on a handmade shelf. A hand extended without conditions. The quiet refusal to let a system define what your life looks like.
I’m grateful to live in a country where I can still write stories like this one. Where I can still ask dangerous questions on a printed page. That freedom isn't guaranteed. It never was. It requires the same thing from all of us that it requires from the protagonist, Kerstin Ahlers: the willingness to choose who we are before someone else makes that choice for us.
Thank you for reading. Thank you for thinking. And thank you for carrying whatever small rebellions matter most to you.
– Daniel P. Douglas, March 2026






  
  
In the end, the wildest frontier isn't the void between and beyond stars. It's the human heart. — Hella Brandt 
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>  archives / cold-threads / hacker-legends


WTF happened to RedaktedS1st3r? 
     opened 3 yrs ago  ·  4 replies  ·  archived
gh0st_ch4nn3l    2391.07.14 // 03:22 STD
anyone remember RedaktedS1st3r? ran exploits on Fed financial infrastructure. clean work. no collateral. then about 3 months ago she just vanished. no posts, no traces, no goodbye. heard rumors about [FED-RSRV-7] but nothing confirmed. whole ID scrubbed from nets like she never existed.
null_pr0fit    2391.07.14 // 04:01 STD
she existed. pulled 12M out of [REDACTED] through 17 system hops. nobody does that clean. nobody. then nothing. no trial. no conviction record. no sentence logged anywhere public. just gone.
w1r3_w1tch    2391.07.15 // 11:48 STD
i worked a job two hops from her once. never met face to face. but her code was art. elegant breach protocols. zero-waste exploits. people don’t just vanish. the G disappeared her. question is whether she’s in a cube or in the ground.
d3ad_s1gnal    2391.07.16 // 19:33 STD
third option. G don’t waste talent they can use. they cage it. look at what happened to [HANDLE SCRUBBED] and [HANDLE SCRUBBED]. same pattern. good hackers go dark, no records, then two years later you hear whispers about ghost ops nobody can trace. she’s not dead. she’s owned.
archiv3_m0d    2391.07.17 // 00:00 STD
thread archived. speculation without evidence. standard vault rules apply. if anyone has verifiable data, open a new thread with proof-of-source.
VAULT-9 // encrypted archive // node 7.4.1          [LOCKED]






  
  Chapter 1

The Leash


THE COFFEE TASTED like industrial runoff, but I choked it down anyway. Needed something to focus on besides the cold metal table and the two Galactic Federation intelligence officers watching me like they’d already made a decision they couldn’t take back. 
The interrogation room carried its own fragrance. Disinfectant trying to cover years of panic stench absorbed by the walls. Nothing showed on those pristine Federation surfaces, but the smell told the real story. A reminder, subtle as a blade between the ribs, of what happened to assets who forgot their place.
I cataloged my handlers’ weaknesses out of habit. The older one had a tremor in his left hand, the same nervous twitch my father used to get before a bender. Stimulant addiction or early neuro-decay. I named him “Lifer.” The younger one always glanced at his superior before speaking, each sentence pitched like a request for validation. “Bureau Baby.” His cologne arrived before he did. Same brand the handler wore the first time they dragged me here. Synthetic oak and authority, with undertones of someone else’s blood.
Neither had calluses worth mentioning. No dead eyes from fieldwork. These were desk jockeys, bureaucrats who’d never crawled through a maintenance shaft while plasma bolts cooked the oxygen around you.
“Asset Nightfall.” Lifer spoke my designation as if he were reading a grocery list. “Your last operation yielded impressive results.”
I said nothing. Three years of this arrangement had taught me that silence was the only currency they couldn’t devalue. Behind closed doors like this, Kerstin Ahlers didn’t exist. I was just inventory with a pulse. Everything deliberate, everything calculated. Call someone by a code name long enough, and they forget they ever had a soul worth saving.
My gaze drifted to the one-way glass. At least two specialists behind it, pulse weapons ready. Standard protocol for handling rehabilitated assets. Trust wrapped in enough firepower to vaporize mistakes.
Bureau Baby cleared his throat. His chair scraped forward as he leaned in, jaw tight with rehearsed confidence.
“The Andrasian Republik is developing something new.” He slid a data chip across the table. “A quantum encryption protocol they’re calling Obsidian Gate.”
“Never heard of it.” Truth. My Andrasian relatives weren’t exactly sending military secrets with the holiday cards. Not that I’d seen a holiday in years.
The data chip sat on the table between us, small and harmless as a coin. Same as the first time, three years ago, when I’d earned my seat at this table by being too good at the wrong things.
Federation Reserve Bank Seven.
I’d been running the sweetest job of my career. Not the public-facing institution where citizens deposited their paychecks. The black budget repository where military contractors parked their excess profits and intelligence services hid their slush funds. I’d spent months mapping their security, another three building the perfect breach protocol.
The hack itself was elegant. I threaded stolen access nodes with the precision of someone defusing their own bomb. The rush of evading their security sang in my blood like good whiskey, each successful bypass another shot I couldn’t refuse. I was pulling gigabytes of financial data, enough dirt to bury half the Federation’s intelligence apparatus. Account numbers, transaction histories, payments to assassins listed as “consultancy fees.” I’d already siphoned twelve million Geld into untraceable accounts scattered across seventeen systems.
One more pull. Just one more account, one more trail of covert funds I could follow to its source. The silent alarm screamed across frequencies I wasn’t monitoring. Their quantum trackers locked my position in ninety seconds. The tactical team took forty more to blow my door off its hinges.
The shock baton found my spine. Precise. Personal. They hooded me before my vision cleared, pumped me full of drugs that made time meaningless. Minutes became hours, which became days. When I finally surfaced, I was in this room, or one just like it. Different officers, but the same offer dressed up as a choice. Work for us or disappear into a hole so deep that even light gives up looking.
“You will.” Lifer smiled, mechanical as an airlock cycling. “Because you’re going to steal Obsidian Gate for us.”
He nodded at Bureau Baby, who placed a metal case on the table with the reverence of a priest handling communion wine. Or so I’d heard.
My scarred wrist port ached before they even cracked open the damn box. Phantom sensations from a limb that was still attached but might as well be dead. They’d carved out my autonomy, left a hole, then filled it with their technology.
Bureau Baby opened the case. Inside lay the wrist device. Sleek, black, with a small lyre etched into its surface.
The Orpheus Shadow.
My technological handler, my digital prison guard.
The sight of it triggered discomfort in my forearm. Not pain exactly. The interface was too sophisticated for anything so crude. More like the emotional echo of having your will stripped away and sold for parts.
Bureau Baby lifted Orpheus from its case like it might explode. Or, like he hoped it would, with me attached. “Ready for installation, Nightfall?”
Installation. Like I was a software update nobody asked for. Asset Nightfall extended her left arm like the obedient tool they’d trained her to be. But Kerstin Ahlers, the person they’d caged three years ago, wanted to tear his throat out and paint the walls with his arrogance.
I pushed up the sleeve to reveal the metal port embedded in my forearm. My first operation’s souvenir. A permanent reminder that I was property, leased but never owned by myself.
The scarring around the port told its own story. Spiderweb patterns halfway to my elbow. Not from the surgery, the Federation docs were too good for that. These came from my unsuccessful escape attempt six months in. Stolen scalpel, grit, and a complete misunderstanding of how deep their hooks went. Nearly bled out before security found me. They saved my life, charged me for the medical care, and added two years to my sentence for destruction of government property. Meaning me.
The backup battery sat flush against the port, a slim rectangle no bigger than my thumb. The thing that kept my neural connections alive between missions, that kept the port’s tendrils from going dark and taking chunks of my nervous system with them. And kept Handler Control’s tracking systems fed with my location on request. Without it or Orpheus, the port’s integration would start to fail within hours. The connections ran too deep now. Shoulder, spine, brainstem. I’d learned that lesson the hard way with the scalpel.
Bureau Baby unclipped the backup battery and set it aside. For three seconds, I felt the gap. A hollow flutter in my forearm, like a skipped heartbeat stretched across my whole left side. He positioned Orpheus over the port, and the device clicked into place.
The neural connection invaded my nervous system like hostile code rewriting my operating system. Capable of thinking. Judging. Reporting back to handlers who considered me inventory. Nerve static vibrated up my arm as the system calibrated. My jaw buzzed with a subsonic vibration that wasn’t quite sound but made my molars ache as if they were considering secession.
Then came the taste. Scorched circuits and artificial fruit, as if someone had tried to flavor-code submission for easier swallowing.
“Connection established.” Bureau Baby averted his gaze, suddenly occupied with his tablet. “Orpheus Shadow is online and operational.”
He reached into the case again and produced a second, smaller container. Brushed metal, palm-sized. He slid it across the table without comment.
I opened it. Two rechargeable battery packs sat inside, identical to the backup he’d just removed. Thirty days each.
I stared at them. In three years of operations, Handler Control had never provided extras. Orpheus carried its own power cell, good for thirty days, and that was always enough. Missions ran ten days, maybe fifteen. You went out, did the job, and came back. The battery was never a concern because they never planned on you being gone long enough to need a spare.
Now they were giving me two.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“New protocol.” Bureau Baby’s voice gave nothing away, but he busied himself closing the primary case. Didn’t look at me. “Operating procedures have been updated. All field assets will receive supplemental power supplies going forward.”
Lifer studied the wall behind my head as if it held answers to questions nobody had asked.
Ninety days of battery life for a short-term mission. The math didn’t add up, and all three of us knew it.
I closed the small case and slipped it into my jacket. Filed it alongside Bureau Baby’s cologne spikes and Lifer’s hand tremors in the part of my brain that collected things that didn’t fit.
“Where am I going?” I asked, already knowing I’d hate the answer more than this coffee.
“Nova Tangier Station.” Lifer might have been ordering lunch. “Edge of Andrasian territory. Adjacent the dead space. Your cousin Niklas Roth works in their security division there.”
Orpheus registered the spike before I did. My pulse jumped, and the device logged it without comment. Helpful as always. “You want me to exploit my own family?”
A memory surfaced like a file I’d failed to delete. Niklas at fourteen, gap-toothed grin when I showed him how to bypass the colony’s education network. His voice cracking with admiration: “You’re the smartest person I know, Kerstin. Someday I’m gonna be just like you.”
Careful what you wish for, kid.
“We want you to do your job.” Bureau Baby’s voice held a sharp edge to it now. “Unless you’d prefer to serve your full sentence in a Federation isolation cube.”
Twenty-five years in a white room. No human contact except through the food slot. The alternative they’d dangled when they caught me siphoning from Federation military accounts. Mountains of Geld that would’ve bought me a new life if I’d been faster. But I wasn’t fast enough, and here we sat, two bureaucrats offering me the same choice they’d offered a hundred assets before me. The choice that wasn’t.
“Nova Tangier.” I kept my voice smooth as hull plating. “How do I get in? The station’s crawling with Andrasian security.”
Lifer slid over another chip. “You’ll pose as a systems consultant. Marston Trading. Documentation’s all here. Family connections you can leverage. Distant enough to avoid immediate suspicion, close enough to open doors.”
I took the chip, fingers already numb from what was coming. “And my cousin?”
“Has access to the development servers where Obsidian Gate is being tested.” Lifer’s tone suggested we were discussing weather patterns on planets neither of us would ever visit. “You’ll need to exploit that access.”
“How long do I have to sell out my family?” The question scraped past my teeth.
“You have ten days.” Lifer gathered his materials. Unhurried. A man who’d destroyed plenty of lives before lunch and still made it to dinner. “The station’s commercial sector provides adequate cover. Once you’ve secured the Obsidian Gate protocols, transmit through designated channels. We’ll extract you afterward.”
The familiar lie. Every mission came with extraction promises. But they never extracted you. Just relocated you to the next betrayal, the next compromise, the next piece of your soul marked for liquidation.
“And my compensation?” The one freedom they allowed. I could hack criminal and enemy targets for profit during operations, but the Geld went into a locked account I couldn’t access until they let me go. Compensation I could see, but never spend. Their favorite way to keep an asset running.
Bureau Baby’s lip curled, as if the locked account was more generosity than I deserved. “Standard arrangement. Secondary objectives permitted after primary completion. Target Andrasian, Ethnarch, or criminal interests only. Nothing that compromises Federation security.”
“Criminal interests.” I drained the curiosity from my voice, but something flickered in Lifer’s left hand. That nervous twitch again, stronger this time. Same one my father got when he lied about where the rent money went. “Any specific operations I should know about?”
The temperature in the room shifted. Not literally. Climate control hummed its same monotone, but something colder settled between us. Bureau Baby’s jaw tightened for half a second before his training kicked in.
“The Redshift Veil syndicate has a presence on Nova Tangier.” Bureau Baby tried to sound casual, but his cologne spiked with fresh sweat. His tablet sat on the table between us, screen dimmed but not powered off. Through the Shadow’s neural connection, I caught the reflection of data in his eyes. Yep. One perk of wearing government hardware. The AI enhanced and decoded the backwards text I saw and fed me the translation before Bureau Baby finished blinking. Financial records. Account numbers starting with a prefix reserved for military black operations.
“Redshift Veil.” I counted three heartbeats of silence before continuing. “Didn’t Conway work that case? About three months back?”
Silence. The kind that meant I’d hit something they didn’t want touched. Lifer’s twitch became a full tremor before he caught himself, pressing his palm flat against the table. He opened his mouth, and for a half-second something that looked almost like warning flickered across his face. Then it was gone, replaced by the standard-issue blankness.
Bureau Baby shot Lifer a look I couldn’t read. An unspoken message passed between them, fast and encrypted as a burst transmission. His pupils dilated. Not much, but enough. The sort of tell that meant fight-or-flight was kicking in where it shouldn’t.
“Asset Reaper’s assignment ended unsuccessfully.” Lifer spoke with too much control. Each word packaged like evidence at a crime scene. “Operational setback.”
Bureau Baby’s face tightened as Lifer revealed too much. He looked like a man watching classified information spill from a broken pipe, unable to stop the flow.
“They found pieces of him in four different recycling units on Ganymede,” I said. Orpheus had ripped the incident report data right from Bureau Baby’s tablet, feeding me details they hadn’t meant to share. “That’s what the incident report said, anyway. Though the DNA analysis had some interesting anomalies. Degradation patterns that didn’t match the supposed timeline.”
Neither of them moved. Neither of them breathed.
“Reports can be incomplete,” Bureau Baby said at last. He picked up his tablet and tucked it against his chest, away from my wrist. The motion was casual enough to pass for habit, but we both knew better. “The Veil operates with extreme prejudice against investigators. Reaper understood the risks.”
“Past tense?” I tilted my head, watching Lifer’s hand start its dance again. “Or present? Because incomplete reports sometimes mean incomplete casualties.”
“Asset Reaper is no longer operational,” Lifer said, but his voice cracked on operational like the word held edges that cut on the way out. “That’s all the information relevant to your mission.”
Bureau Baby leaned in closer, so close I could count the capillaries in his eyes. His proximity carried its own weight, dredging up briefings I’d rather forget. Memories of other meetings, other assets who’d asked too many questions about previous operations. Assets who’d ended up with their files marked “concluded” in neat bureaucratic handwriting.
“The Redshift Veil’s financial operations are a secondary objective worth investigating,” he said, his tone suggesting we’d never mentioned Conway at all. “Money laundering. Significant Geld movement through Nova Tangier’s banking systems. Worth your attention if you have time.”
But his eyes revealed something else. They said Conway might have found something he shouldn’t have. And if you find it too, you better be smarter than he was about what you do with it.
Lifer stood, the motion too quick for casual dismissal. “Focus on Obsidian Gate. Everything else is useful, but supplemental.”
Lifer’s hand tremor had spread to his jaw. Bureau Baby’s neck flushed red above his collar, stress hormones winning the war against his composure.
Conway had pulled a thread. Now they handed me the same thread, waiting to see if I’d hang myself with it or weave it into a rope they could climb.
“Understood.” The word tasted worse than the coffee.
Lifer paused at the door. “Orpheus contains all essential infiltration protocols for this mission. It will guide you through the technical aspects.”
The AI was the real operative here. I was just the meat puppet it needed to access secured systems. At least that’s how they saw it. They didn’t know I’d been studying it, learning its patterns, cataloging its weaknesses. Someday I’d build my version. One that answered only to me.
But not today. Today I remained property.
“Your transport leaves in three hours.” Bureau Baby said, standing up. He smoothed the front of his pants. “Have a safe flight, Nightfall.”
His words landed wrong. Like a flipped Geld coin that landed on neither side. In three years of briefings, he’d never wished me anything like that. Handler Control only cared about completed objectives and deniable assets.
I filed the phrase away in the part of my brain that collected anomalies. Probably nothing. Probably just Bureau Baby trying on human concern like a uniform that didn’t fit. But something in his voice had shifted when he said it. Something that almost sounded like he meant it.
They left me alone with my cold coffee and colder thoughts. I turned my wrist, studying the device locked to my arm. The metal radiated warmth as it ran through its startup routines, checking its host for compatibility issues. The pretense was almost insulting. Orpheus knew me better than I knew myself by now.
“So, I guess you want to get reacquainted?”
A small display lit up in my vision. Text scrolled faster than human eyes were meant to follow. System specifications, connection protocols, security parameters. I caught fragments. Quantum computing cores. Predictive behavior modeling. Enough processing power to run a small station or ruin a life, depending on the user’s intent.
Through the neural interface, I could almost taste the device’s architecture. Not the actual code, but impressions of its structure, like seeing a building’s shadow and knowing where the doors must be.
After each mission, they wiped the AI clean and reprogrammed it. Afraid I might compromise it somehow. They were right to worry. I’d already identified three potential backdoors in previous versions. Not enough to break free, but enough to learn. Enough to hope.
I also understood the mythology behind its name.
Orpheus. The musician who charmed his way into Hell to save his wife. Who had her back, had freedom in his grasp, and lost everything because he couldn’t stop himself from looking over his shoulder.
Shadow. The thing that follows you no matter how fast you run.
The Federation’s recruitment office probably had an entire department dedicated to naming their instruments of control. I wondered if they gave out awards.
I pulled my sleeve down, covering the device. Three hours until transport. Just enough time to pack my meager belongings and study the mission details that would turn me into someone I’d hate.
I left the interrogation room and made the familiar monitored walk to the elevator, passing locked doors that never opened and a low, rhythmic thumping from somewhere behind the walls that nobody ever explained. The guards walked me back to what Handler Control called rehabilitation housing. I called it a kennel for their attack dogs.
My quarters were a small apartment with beige walls in Intelligence Division’s basement, sub-level three, where the sun was a rumor and fresh air a distant memory. Comfortable like a casket’s comfortable if you don’t mind the dimensions. A single window looked out on a concrete wall six inches away, though they’d installed a screen that showed rotating nature scenes from Earth. Today it showed a beach I’d never seen, with water I’d never touched.
Entertainment feeds, a little recreation room time, decent food if you didn’t mind everything tasting vaguely like the protein vats it came from, and surveillance in every corner. I’d found fourteen cameras so far, but I knew there were more. Sometimes I’d catch a glint in my peripheral vision, that subtle shift of light that meant something was watching. The shower had at least three, because Federation intelligence had a thing about vulnerable moments.
A place to store assets between operations, where they could monitor our every breath, every dream, every moment we forgot we were being watched.
Inside, I started the ritual. Not the physical kind. Handler Control had already stripped Maria Santos down in the post-mission debriefing. Her work badges, coffee-stained logs, and her favorite mug with a cartoon Martian on it, all confiscated and incinerated by people who got paid to erase lives before lunch. Three weeks of being a quantum programmer from Mars, and the only evidence she’d existed was the muscle memory I still carried. The way Maria held her shoulders. Her slight accent, borrowed from a Martian dialect tutorial. The laugh I’d built for her, bright and careless, nothing like my own.
I killed her in pieces. Let the shoulders drop. Swallowed the accent. Buried the laugh somewhere deep where it couldn’t contaminate whoever came next.
Then I packed what remained of Kerstin Ahlers into a regulation duffel.
The mission briefing in Orpheus painted Nova Tangier in data points and security assessments. Population: 12,847. Security rating: High. Andrasian military presence: Significant. But between the lines, I could read what it hadn’t said. It was a pressure cooker of competing interests, a place where the wrong word in the wrong ear could get you spaced before breakfast.
I memorized my cousin’s schedule. Niklas Roth, Senior Security Specialist, Cybersecurity Division. Married to Liana Roth, hydroponics engineer. Wow. Married? My little cousin’s growing up. No children. Regular patterns: work, home, weekly gatherings at a place called Voyager’s Pub. The type of routine that made him an easy mark. A lifestyle I might have had if I’d been smarter, luckier, or less talented at the wrong things.
My cousin Niklas. The kid who’d followed me around New Berlin Colony as if I had hung the stars myself. Now I’d use that childhood bond like malware in his life.
Nova Tangier Station. A commercial and research hub on the edge of Andrasian nowhere and everywhere. The perfect place to vanish if I ever cut this leash. The perfect place to become someone else. Someone free.
I’d run the calculation seventeen times. How much arm would I have to lose to be free of the Shadow? The answer was always the same: more than I had. I’d need to cut myself off at the neck, and that presented obvious complications.
The Federation knew exactly what it was doing with this assignment. Testing my loyalty. Seeing if family ties might tempt me to defect. I’d seen it before. The way they pushed assets to breaking points, looking for cracks to exploit or seal with extreme prejudice.
I drained the last of the coffee, savoring the bitterness like an old friend. Playing both sides was the only way to survive this game. Give the Federation their prize while building my own exit strategy. Orpheus was the key. Understand it well enough, and maybe I could replicate it. Change it. Free myself from this technological slavery with its quantum chains.
But first, I had to survive this mission. Had to
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