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Smuggler's Rebellion is the exhilarating first installment in the Wild Frontier Chronicles. Fast-paced and morally charged, this compelling sci-fi novel offers readers a relentless fight for justice, daring escapes, and a reluctant hero caught in a galaxy-wide battle. This riveting space adventure will take you on a journey overflowing with constant action, danger, suspense, and humor. As the tale progresses, Daniel P. Douglas skillfully explores themes like survival, loyalty, power struggles, corruption, and equity. I admired Jake's growing fondness for his newfound "family." It was invigorating watching him care for someone other than himself and seeing him fight for a worthy cause that could save countless innocent lives across the galaxy. I especially enjoyed Number 34's lively personality, obsession with soccer, and comical Cockney dialect. Every aspect of this quirky robot is well-depicted. If you like action-packed space adventures filled with interstellar intrigue and dynamic characters, you will definitely love this new and exciting space opera.
—Readers’ Favorite Richard Prause, 5 Stars
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Daniel P. Douglas does a great job of making this world feel big, complex, and full of life. There’s a lot of political tension, but it’s just enough to make the stakes feel real. The mix of humor and action keeps things fun while still making sure the serious moments land. Jake, Adara, and the robot (Number 34) have a great dynamic with a kind of “found family” vibe that develops as the story goes on. The space battles and chase scenes are especially exciting, not just because they’re well-written, but because they matter to the characters and the story instead of being random action sequences. At its core, this book is about more than just adventure—it’s about redemption and standing up for what’s right, making Jake’s journey personal and meaningful rather than predictable. Overall, Smuggler's Rebellion: Dawn of Defiance is a strong start to what looks like a fantastic sci-fi series. If you like fast-paced space adventures with heart, humor, and high stakes, this one’s definitely worth checking out.
—Readers' Favorite K.C. Finn, 5 Stars
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Smuggler’s Rebellion is exactly my style of science fiction. This is ultimately a story about right vs wrong, abuse of power, the subjugation of women, and the search for meaning and purpose that happens to be set in outer space in the distant future. Author Daniel P. Douglas has created a cast of characters that are readily identifiable and immensely likable. As the first of a series, this story sets up a fascinating scenario that will undoubtedly be played out in future iterations of this adventure. That is not to suggest that this book is not a full story in itself because it is. But what is impressive about this opening salvo in the battles that are doubtless to come is that the author has created some archetypal characters that readers will be able to root for; the lovable rogue Jake, the beautiful princess Adara, and two excellent, humorous sidekicks in Number 34 and INCA. I was impressed with the plot, the subterfuge, and the twists, and I look forward to seeing where this story goes. I thoroughly enjoyed this read and highly recommend it.
—Readers' Favorite Grant Leishman, 5 Stars
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  Prologue

A Gathering Storm


Zekera – Andrasian Republik Frontier Mining Planet 2395 (ESD)
THE UNPLEASANT ODOR of sigaretten smoke clung to the air, a foul blend of burnt eciabacca and yatisil that lined the nostrils and coated the tongue. Below the mine-scarred surface of Zekera, the gathered government leaders, officials, and advisors found themselves in a dim conference room with a billowing haze above their heads. 
The group sat or stood around a circular, polished obsidian table, their faces shaped by a cold blend of light and shadow. A holographic display flickered above the table’s middle, a centerpiece surrounded by the static energy of urgency and tension.
With his proud posture and determined gaze, Crown Prince Alastor Jabez of the Ethnarch Kingdom sat at the head of the table, exuding regal snobbery. Other Ethnarch Kingdom officials included Minister of Intelligence Hamad Zain, who leaned forward to Jabez’s right, deep in concentration, while Minister of War Drexel Luqmaan sat back, lost in thought, his fingers steepled before him.
Sala Malek, the Ethnarch Kingdom’s government liaison minister, stood nearby, just beyond the light. As the ambitious older brother of Princess Adara Jabez, one of the crown prince’s many wives, his silent, shadowy presence reminded all of the entangled alliances and rivalries that bound the two empires together, even as they threatened to tear them apart.
Across from them, the representatives of the Andrasian Republik regarded their counterparts with a mixture of wariness and calculation. Intelligence Minister Wilkus Scholtz, burdened with countless secrets, shared a meaningful look at Armed Forces Minister Tinus Verster.
Counterintelligence Officer Wilhelm Krieger, a disciplined and lethal man, stood behind these Andrasian officials. The spy’s black suit, expensive and custom-made, clung to his angular frame, emphasizing his tall, lean physique. A blood-red scarf hung at his throat, a streak of blood against his pristine white shirt. He stood at parade rest. He wore real leather black ankle boots on feet separated by 35 centimeters, on which he evenly distributed his weight, his head facing forward, his hands clasped behind his back with the palms turned outward. The stance, drilled into him over a career, reflected Krieger’s proud heritage of serving his empire.
“Premier Heinkel sends along his regards to your father, Your Highness,” Minister Scholtz said, his voice carrying diplomatic smoothness. “He wishes the king a speedy recovery from his ailments so that he can assume his proud place on the throne once again.”
A muscle in Jabez’s left eye twitched. It was the only sign that the slight had landed, that the Andrasian Republik’s dictator had not deemed him worth attending in person.
“The king’s health improves daily,” Jabez said, his tone measured. “He will be pleased to hear Premier Heinkel’s…thoughtful sentiments.”
Jabez couldn’t dwell on the insult very long, however, as the holographic display flickered, signaling the meeting’s start and bathing the room in a cascade of images showing destruction and chaos. Audio reports described the latest attacks by the Women’s Freedom Alliance (WFA), a rebel group challenging both the Ethnarch Kingdom and the Andrasian Republik.
“The WFA grows bolder with each passing day,” Minister Zain said, his sonorous voice carrying through the smoky haze. “The frequency and audacity of their attacks are increasing. It is imperative we stop this insurrection from spreading any farther.”
Minister Verster’s eyes narrowed as he nodded. “But what of the Galactic Federation? They seldom speak of this growing threat. This is very suspicious. Do they support these radicals?”
Wrapped in a colorful royal cape and wearing a military uniform adorned with noisy medals and flashing ribbons, Crown Prince Jabez commanded everyone’s focus. “The Federation has posed political and military problems for many decades,” he said in a low, menacing voice. “The WFA has not targeted the Federation, thus the Federation remains mostly silent. They look the other way. Perhaps they think the rebels act in the Federation’s interests, undermining our authority and control in the long run.”
Minister Scholtz cleared his throat and leaned forward. “It is possible the Federation is content to watch us struggle against the WFA, as long as their own interests remain untouched. But what if the situation were altered? What if the rebels were to strike a Federation target?”
The words settled over the table. No one spoke. A few of the men glanced at one another, and the silence held a moment too long.
Scholtz let it. Then, his voice low and calm, he said, “Imagine if the WFA attacked a high-profile Federation target, such as Enterprise Station. Such a tumultuous and bewildering event would require the Federation to act. Naturally, this would be beneficial to our cause.”
Some officials exchanged knowing glances and smiles of satisfaction. A few nodded, while a polite chorus of pleasing laughter slithered around the table. Jabez reclined in his chair, his expression thoughtful. “Staging a rebel attack on Enterprise Station is a daring proposition, but one that could yield significant results. We should…explore this further.”
Krieger snapped to attention and cleared his throat. He returned his stance at parade rest, having fulfilled his task as a counterintelligence officer.
Minister Scholtz tilted his head just enough to signal Krieger he’d heard him. Scholtz returned his gaze to the group around the table and raised his hand to quiet them. In a subdued tone, he said, “But fair warning. Our intelligence ministry has uncovered a pattern of information leaks over the past few months. Classified details about our counterinsurgency operations have found their way to the WFA. The precision of their recent attacks on Andrasian targets suggests insider knowledge.”
The words landed hard. Minister Zain’s hand moved to the data pad at his side, shielding it from view. Minister Luqmaan’s gaze darted from face to face, weighing each man in turn. A meeting of allies had become, in a sentence, a room of suspects.
Beads of sweat formed on Crown Prince Jabez’s forehead, glistening under the harsh light of the holographic display. His ornate military uniform, usually a source of pride, now felt suffocating. He took a deep breath, struggling to maintain his composure and project the strength expected of him. “Do you have any leads?” he asked, his voice tight with anger.
Scholtz shook his head. “Not yet, Your Highness. The mole is clever, leaving no traceable evidence. But we are working to isolate suspected targets.”
Sala Malek’s ripe ambition prompted him to step forward from the shadows. His voice cut through the tension. “Then we must proceed with extreme caution. Every word spoken, every plan made, must be treated as if it might reach enemy ears.”
Jabez nodded, his eyes hard. “Minister Scholtz, find this mole, no matter the cost.”
“Of course, Your Highness,” Scholtz said.
“The future of our empires hangs in the balance,” Jabez said. “We cannot afford to falter now.”
The meeting resumed, but it ran differently now. Each leader watched his colleagues a little longer than before, marking every pause, every averted glance.
Sala Malek, ever the silent observer, melted farther into the shadows. His gaze swept the room, missing nothing. Some present avoided eye contact with him, unsettled by the intensity of his scrutiny.
Krieger stood motionless, his steel-gray eyes dissecting anyone who spoke up, filing away weaknesses for later use. Even seasoned ministers chose their words with more care when his attention settled on them.
As Minister Verster listened to the plans being laid out, his mind drifted to the horrors of war. As talks of staged attacks and potential casualties continued, his hands trembled. Memories of past battles saturated his thoughts. The screams of wounded soldiers, the acrid smell of burning flesh, the weight of responsibility for lives lost under his command.
Minister Scholtz, noticing his colleague’s distress, paused mid-sentence. “Are you alright?”
All eyes turned to Verster, who struggled to regain his composure. He hid his shaking hands, clasping them together under the table. “I… Yes, of course,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Please, continue.”
As the meeting resumed, Verster fought to focus on the present, pushing back against the tide of nightmarish memories threatening to overwhelm him.
By the time the talk ran out, the men had their plan, and most of the suspicion had given way to something colder and more useful. The participants exited. The smoke cleared, uncovering the plain shape of the conference table and the dormant holographic display. Around it, the Andrasian Republik and the Ethnarch Kingdom had found common ground in a conspiracy. They had code-named it Operation Shattered Mirror, and through it they meant to revive their dominance over the galaxy’s fractured human empires.
And far beyond the confines of this underground chamber, a lone smuggler named Jake Jones carried on with his business, unaware of the role he would soon play in the gathering storm of war and rebellion.






  
  Chapter 1

Adara Jabez and Number 34


Six months later…
Damion – Ethnarch Kingdom Homeworld
The Pitch at Ernesh Soccer Stadium
Championship Game – Robot Premier Football League
Score: Destroyer FC 1 – Gorgon United 1
THE DESTROYER’S NUMBER 34, a right outside back, dove into a sliding tackle against her opponent. It was a successful collision, at least from Number 34’s perspective, as she contacted the ball and swiped it away to the sidelines, defeating her opponent’s attack. She also severed her opponent’s lower left leg at the knee. A shiny new silver metallic striker, and a cocky one at that, tumbled into the turf in a shower of sparks and clanking metal. 
Number 34 jumped back up to both cheers and boos from the crowd. The field referee bot raced toward her, but she ignored it. No call here, Ref. Number 34 waved at her team’s fan section, flexed her robust electro-mechanical biceps, and said, “An’ that’s why I’m the best bleedin’ brick wall Destroyer FC’s ever ’ad on their ball!”
The stadium’s cacophony drowned out Number 34’s cockney-accented voice, but she didn’t care. She remained a baller after 15 years in the Robot Premier Football League, and her fans knew it too. Meanwhile, her defeated opponent wriggled around in phony pain and clutched her left knee.
“You bloody daisy, quit floppin’ around and get your broken metallic arse back up,” Number 34 said.
The referee bot, a floating yellow orb with multiple protruding lenses and antennae, raced to a stop in front of Number 34. It unleashed a chorus of beeps and chimes. Number 34 threw up her hands and said, “Yer bleedin’ mince pies ain’t workin’, ya daft apples! That was a right proper slide!”
The ref rotated its spherical upper body toward the sideline judge bot, which swiveled its upper hemisphere back and forth, indicating it had no visual on the play. The camera bot floating above the sideline judge also chimed in with some beeps and toots, indicating no view either.
“You’re all barmy as a box of frogs!” Number 34 shouted. “Bleedin’ muppets! That’s what you are!”
In an unexpected move, the field ref swiveled back, rotated downward, and leaned toward the defiant player in front of it. Above Number 34’s head, the bot hovered and directed its multi-lens array at her. Unable to contain its anger, the bot shook uncontrollably. It let loose with another burst of chimes and beeps.
“If you so much as bat an eyelid, I’ll ’ave your guts for garters!”
The ref bot shook more and more. A thin vertical compartment on its chest slid open.
“Cor blimey, if you try it, you’ll be brown bread!”
One of the bot’s little claw-hands grabbed the shiny whistle dangling from a cord while the bot’s other claw grabbed the slim object protruding from the vertical compartment.
Teammates and opponents started closing in on the scene. Number 34 heard her team’s goalie shout at her from behind, “Don’t lose your cool!” Other approaching teammates offered similar cautions.
Number 34 ignored them. She focused on the barmy ref bot in front of her. “We’ll lose if you take—”
The ref bot blew its whistle and flashed a red card for all to see. Boos and cheers erupted from the crowd.
Now it was time for Number 34 to shake. Head damage from several games ago had created an unfixable glitch in her programming. Already a very physical droid, Number 34 became even more so since her “injury,” leading to increased penalties. The team’s owner, Crown Prince Alastor Jabez, had pondered deactivation, but kept playing Number 34 until the team finished tonight’s league championship game. Number 34 was too valuable to their success to bench and deactivate, at least for now.
Number 34 launched backward into the air and kicked the yellow metallic orb ball hanging above her head. Sparks and smoke erupted from the bot as soon as Number 34’s sturdy titanium boot struck it. The baller’s forceful, trademark bicycle kick thrust the bot toward the goal behind her, leaving the red card to flutter onto the turf next to her. Crashing into the goal’s crossbar, the disintegrating referee fell into a smoldering, crackling heap of sparks next to the Destroyer’s goalie.
Number 34 landed on her back as the bicycle kick finished. On the ground, she peered into the night sky. She knew her famed career on the pitch was over. Her owner, Guv’nor Jabez, would order deactivation and destruction. Unless, she wondered, instead of destruction, she might become a display in a museum somewhere, forever frozen in an action pose, perhaps that signature bicycle kick.
In a blurry, distorted walk off the field, Number 34 followed stadium officials to the team maintenance room, where a coach droid glared at her. Her team would be a player down now in the last minutes of the game.
Inside the maintenance room, Number 34 waved off the coach and the mech bots designed to scan and repair players. They floated away, leaving Number 34 alone to hear the Gorgon fans’ joyful shouts for the winning goal their team scored.
The sudden appearance of one of Crown Prince Jabez’s many wives, Princess Adara Jabez, shook the droid from her inner robotic meanderings.
“Mistress Adara,” Number 34 said, standing up.
Adara, a 25-year-old olive-skinned, dark-haired beauty, shushed Number 34. Glancing around, she saw no sign of any mech bots or others. After stepping up to Number 34, she removed her veil. As Adara looked up at the tough soccer droid standing over her, she said, “We must be quick. My husband and his entourage will be here soon. Where is your limit switch?”
Number 34 jerked in surprise. “Your Highness, what’s the game ’ere?”
“No time for this. I’ll explain later. Where’s the switch?”
Number 34 hesitated. There was something different about Adara. Her sad, downcast features held defiance in them. Adara’s face transformed into a hard look at the droid. “You’re not ready for the scrapheap, Number 34. Not when there’s people who could use someone like you.”
“Who?”
“Deactivation and destruction? Vaporization? Public torture and execution, just like a defiant woman? Are those what you prefer?”
“Blimey, that lot sounds about as much fun as a kick in the Khyber!” Number 34 paused. “You know I can’t flip me own switch, yeah? Wander past me patch an’ the bloody thing drops me where I stand. They build us that way on purpose, so’s we can’t leg it.”
“I know how they build you,” Adara said. She held out her hands, palms up. “The switch?”
“Down the apples and pears, on yer boat race side, there’s a jam tart panel. Give it a right quick nudge and it should swing open like Bow Bells.”
“Uh…?”
“Sorry, my ladyship, less cockney, I got it. Lower left side, red panel. Push in quick, and it should pop open.”
Adara found the panel and pushed. It didn’t open. She tried again. The sounds of an approaching group of people radiated from the hallway leading to the field.
“It’s gone right Brahms and Liszt. Er, damaged, I mean.”
“No doubt about that,” Adara said, digging her pretty manicured nails into the thin opening running up the side of the panel. One of her nails cracked and broke away. “Damn,” she said, rubbing her fingers.
“Try giving it a good whack instead.”
Adara hit the side of her fist against the panel and it popped open. “That did it!” But finding a tangle of wires inside, she said, “What the…?”
“I know. It’s a right ’ol cat’s muck in there. Me old jam tart’s stringin’ ‘as gone all slack over the donkey’s years an’ it’s danglin’ like a dog’s dinner all over the gaff! I’m right red as a beetroot!”
Adara glanced over her shoulder at the hallway. Voices heading their way grew louder. Stadium lighting behind the group illuminated them, casting long shadows on the floor. Her husband’s harsh voice echoed and bounced off the concrete walls. “No more! I wash my hands of her!” Crown Prince Jabez said. He meant Number 34, but the words seemed to land somewhere in Adara too. Her jaw tightened, and she dug faster.
“Ferret past that mess o’ sparks, find the switch lurkin’ be’ind.”
Adara dug her hand into Number 34’s guts. “Do you have a data storage port somewhere?”
“Yeah. In a flap on me front. It’s prolly tucked away be’ind a tangle o’ spaghetti an’ all.”
“Good.”
“What do you—”
“Never know when we might need to store some data,” Adara said, continuing to dig around. At last, her fingertips found the switch, which also hung loose. She steadied it between her thumb and middle finger and flicked it with her index finger. An electric shock shot through her fingers and into her hand.
“Ouch!”
“Sorry ’bout that.”
“Not to worry,” Adara said, rubbing her hand and fingers. She shoved the panel door closed with her other hand. “You good?”
“Standby…” Number 34 paused and closed her eyes.
Adara connected her veil and turned toward the tunnel. “Hurry, they’re almost here.”
“Done! Me geo limits are on the blink.”
“I must go. Do what you’re told and trust me.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
“From now on, do not call me that. Call me Adara.”
“But—”
Adara wagged her finger at Number 34, cutting her off, and hurried toward an exit door on the opposite side of the room to escape. The door slid closed just as the crown prince and his entourage emerged from the tunnel.
Number 34 didn’t know what to expect from Adara, but whatever it was, she was certain it would beat deactivation and destruction, or even a forever pose in a museum.
Crown Prince Alastor Jabez halted his quick pace right in front of Number 34 and looked up. She peered down at him, her head craning hard to make eye contact with the much-shorter Jabez. Number 34 squatted into a vertical bow, then stood upright again.
“The gods only know how much money you cost me today,” Jabez said, annoyed. “Soon, the accountants will too.”
“Gor blimey, I’m right sorry, guv’nor.”
“Okay, well, here’s the long and short of it.”
“I’ll cop whatever you dish out, guv’nor.”
“Good. It would not be cost effective to repair and remediate. Deactivation and destruction are the only choice.”
Number 34 closed her eyes. “I’m savvy to that, guv’nor.”
“I’m glad you’re taking this with no argument.”
“Me circuits are all Tom and Dick. It’s muckin’ up the whole bloomin’ crew. I’ve ’ad a good run, longer than most tin cans. Me track record’s the dog’s bollocks, gonna be pig’s ear for these new plastic fantastics to top. They might be nippier and not as barmy as yours truly, but they ain’t never gonna be as handy in a dust-up as ol’ muggins ’ere.”
“Uh… Yes, you’re a bruiser for sure, Number 34.”
And then, for reasons not even clear to Number 34, she said, “Oi, guv’nor, before I pop me clogs, can I ’ave a kick about with me leather?”
Jabez’s brow furrowed, his eyes darting back and forth. “Uh…”
“Oi, sorry, guv’nor. May I take a soccer ball with me to my demise?”
The crown prince raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Seems like an odd request, but I will grant it.” He paused and said, “Well, goodbye.” With that, he turned around and started toward the hallway. The flotilla of relatives and associates made room for him as he passed. “Follow the instructions from the mech bots,” he said, waving as he walked away.
“I will, guv’nor, I will,” Number 34 said, watching as the crowd moved in behind the crown prince and followed him down the hallway until they all disappeared.
Several mech bots floated into the area and surrounded Number 34. She feigned lunging at them. All their little thrusters engaged, backing them away from her.
Number 34 chuckled. “Oi, me old china plates, don’t get yer knickers in a twist. I was just ’avin’ a bubble. Can’t an old banger ’ave a bit of a giggle before ’er next barney starts? Now, one of you mugs fetch us a pig’s bladder, will ya?”






  
  Chapter 2

Broke and Desperate


IN THE VAST expanse of the Bandolier Asteroid Belt, Lone Wolf, a Deimos Industry light freighter, sat on a craggy, pockmarked asteroid, its battered hull an indistinguishable match for the spacefaring rock’s rugged surface. Inside the cramped but functional flight deck, smuggler Jake Jones sat in the pilot’s chair, hunched over the flickering control console. The soft glow of the screens illuminated his chiseled, handsome face, a well-known visage in certain circles.
Jake’s intense blue eyes scanned the readouts, his mind only half-focused on the data scrolling past. Three busted jobs in a row had left him broke and out of prospects, and the empty stretch of the Bandolier outside the viewport did nothing to argue otherwise.
“Another dead end,” he said, frustrated and fatigued. “No cargo, no Geld, and now we’re stuck here in the middle of nowhere.”
The ship’s integrated navigation and communications assistant, INCA, chimed in, her gentle, synthesized voice filling the flight deck. “Jake, before we go anywhere, there’s something on the military bands I don’t like.”
“Such as?”
“Intermittent chatter. Encrypted, and I can’t break it, but the signature pattern reads as Ethnarch military, possibly a special-operations or squadron transponder cycling on and off. The bursts are short, which usually means they don’t want to be heard. And the source is close.”
Jake straightened a little. “How close?”
“Closer than makes sense. This is the Bandolier, Jake. We’re well outside Kingdom territory. There’s no reason for an Ethnarch squadron to be operating this far from home. No wonder they’re running silent about it.”
“You said squadron. You sure it’s not just some lost patrol boat?”
“The transponder discipline is too good for a patrol boat. Whoever they are, they’re trained. And one of the carrier signals carries a priority handshake I’ve only ever logged on royal-flagged traffic. That’s the part I don’t like. Patrols don’t run priority royal encryption. That belongs to the kind of asset the crown sends when it wants something badly.”
“Maybe a long-range patrol that wandered off its leash.” Jake said it lightly, but the readout he was watching suddenly held less of his attention than INCA’s voice did. Kingdom ships did not wander. If they were out here, they were out here on purpose, and that purpose was the part that bothered him. “Keep an ear on it. If it gets any closer, I want to know before they do.”
“Aye. There’s more, though, and this part is better news.”
“Go ahead, INCA. What have you got?”
“I’ve been monitoring the feeds, and it seems the Women’s Freedom Alliance is gaining strength. They’re becoming a significant challenge to the Ethnarch Kingdom and the Andrasian Republik. The identity of the WFA’s military leader remains unknown. Jake, people have reportedly seen WFA elements in the Bandolier, and that matters most to us. The WFA’s rebellion could affect us, given their reported presence out here.”
Jake frowned as he considered the implications. The WFA’s fleet, led by a mysterious woman commanding a heavily armed battlecruiser called Keres, the female death spirits of Greek mythology, had been a growing irritation to the established powers for over three years. Their attacks on Ethnarch and Andrasian ships and outposts had become the stuff of legend in the smuggler’s dens and spaceports Jake frequented.
“I’m sure we’ll bump into them eventually. If the Bandolier is good enough for smugglers, pirates, and criminals, I suppose it’s good enough for rebels too. Rock on, ladies.” Jake launched a pumped fist into the air.
“Given the male-dominated misogynistic Ethnarch Kingdom and the fascist and repressive Andrasian government, it’s understandable why a growing rebellion of women is targeting them.”
“It all sounds like big trouble,” Jake said, shaking his head. “Just what we need, another complication in an already messed-up galaxy.”
“There’s more, Jake, but this is good news. I’ve picked up cargo chatter about potential jobs. Legitimate ones.”
Jake sat up straighter, his eyes narrowing. “Yeah, but legitimate? Since when do we accept that kind of work?”
“Since our last three jobs fell through and left you with nothing but lint in your pockets,” INCA said, a hint of amusement in her tone. “Cargo contracts are posting for reliable transport of high-value goods to the outer colonies. The boards are out of the Galactic Federation’s Enterprise Station. If we want the work, that’s where we’d sign for it.”
Jake cringed, his frown deepening. Enterprise Station was the bustling hub of commerce and diplomacy in Galactic Federation space, a place he tried to avoid. Excessive people, noise, and scrutiny from authorities. Still, a paying job was a paying job, and they were in no position to be choosy.
“What do you think, INCA?” he asked, a wry grin tugging at his mouth. “Should we go straight, even if it’s just for a little while?”
“It would certainly be a change of pace,” INCA said, her voice warm. “But given our current situation, it might be a necessary one.”
Jake’s smile faded as his thoughts turned inward, memories of his past rising without invitation to the surface. He thought of the Galactic Federation Naval Academy, of the brief and tumultuous time he’d spent there, dreaming of a different path. He thought of Ella, his only real friend at the academy. She’d been everything he wasn’t, disciplined, squared-away, the kind of cadet who knew how to work the system instead of fighting it, and somehow she’d still seen something in him worth the trouble when no one else had. Then he’d washed out in disgrace, and he’d been too ashamed to answer when she tried to reach him. After a while, she’d stopped trying. That was the part he didn’t let himself think about often.
Since then, loneliness had been his constant companion through the cold depths of space. He’d taken jobs he’d never thought he’d stoop to, from modeling to male gigolo, anything to keep himself afloat. It wasn’t until he’d saved enough for a down payment on Lone Wolf that he’d been able to strike out on his own, carving a niche for himself as a smuggler, an occupation well-suited to his anti-authority tendencies.
“All right, INCA,” he said at last, his voice heavy with resignation. “Set a course for Enterprise Station. Let’s see what our next job is all about.”
Lone Wolf energized around him, its systems humming with power. The job, the WFA, that Kingdom chatter too close to home, his own precarious situation, it all seemed to be converging on him at once, and he had no idea toward what.
He forced the thoughts aside and focused on the task at hand. Lone Wolf was his home, his refuge, and his means of survival. Whatever lay ahead, he’d face it the way he always had.

      ***Light-years away, in the Ethnarch Kingdom’s lavish royal palace, Crown Prince Alastor Jabez sat seething on his ailing father’s throne. The king’s long-term loyal advisor, Hazem Salama, stood beside him, silent and expressionless. His lean frame carried the weight of decades at court, while his weathered face held the careful detachment of one who had witnessed countless political storms. A signet ring adorned his right hand, its burnished gold band bearing the personal cipher of the ailing king. Though he maintained his position near the crown prince, Salama wore the ring as both a symbol of his service to the king and a subtle reminder of where his true loyalties lay.
With anticipation, Jabez leaned forward to hear his senior government liaison officer’s news, the motion straining a military uniform tailored for his substantial girth. Ribbons and medals crowded his chest in a gaudy display of status. A well-trimmed beard failed to conceal a muscle twitch in his jowly cheek, a sign his courtiers had learned to fear, hinting at the ruthlessness just below his snobbish facade.
His senior government liaison officer, Sala Malek, stood at the foot of the throne, his lean frame wrapped in a stylish dark gray suit, typical of high-ranking government officials such as himself. His black, slicked-back hair, peppered with streaks of silver at the temples, accentuated his sharp, aquiline nose. After finishing his report to the crown prince, Malek’s thin lips pressed into a tight line, a careful expression crafted to create a mask of impartiality that belied the calculating mind behind his deep-set brown eyes.
“What do you mean, they’re gone?” Jabez said, his voice tightening with rage. “How could this have happened?”
Malek bowed his head in contrition. “Your Highness, my treacherous sister and Number 34 had help from traitors within the kingdom.”
Jabez’s face reddened. He took a deep breath and exhaled. Finally, he spoke. “And what of my father?” He paused again, his eyes narrowing. “Does he know of this?”
Malek’s breath hitched as he glanced at the king’s advisor, Hazem Salama, who remained nearby and unreadable. He swallowed hard, his voice hardly audible. “I thought it best not to alert the king with such upsetting news, given his…situation.” Then, to ensure he satisfied Salama, Malek said, “But how can we proceed without the king’s guidance?”
Jabez waved a dismissive hand, relieved. “No matter. You made a wise decision, Sala. Thank you for your loyalty. And yes, you are correct. My father is in no condition to deal with this. Don’t bother with him.” Then wrath seized his voice. “I want them found, Sala. I want them brought back to face justice for their treachery!”
“Of course, Your Highness,” Malek said, bowing deeply. “Intelligence extracted from a spaceport worker, a now deceased, faithless sympathizer, placed them in the Bandolier Asteroid Belt, moving to rendezvous with the Women’s Freedom Alliance.” He allowed himself a thin note of confidence. “I have already dispatched a special-operations element ahead of the fleet. They have tracked a suspect vessel into the belt and are moving to intercept. Capture is close, Your Highness. We will have them within hours.”
The mere mention of the WFA twisted the crown prince’s face. “The WFA!” he shouted, the words coming out like something spat. “They’ve been a threat to my authority and control for
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