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The deadliest guns-for-hire no one knew about slept in a small freighter when the steel deck lurched beneath them, jostling one awake. Liam’s first instinct was to reach for the holster on his thigh. 

His eyes popped open when he did not feel the pistol’s grip. It took a second to realize he was in the galley of a small freighter—his younger brother Phillip was still sleeping on the galley’s bench seat across the way. The Walls Brothers were unaware the job they were about to partake in would spark an interplanetary war on a scale never seen by the Galactic Alliance and Independent Worlds. 

Had they known, it would have made no difference.

Leo Walls exposed his sons to that life from birth. They did not leave that life behind when they served in the military. Instead, with their father’s encouragement, they used the skills they learned as Rinian Navy Commandos to hone their craft. After their parents died in a shoot-out with GMS agents, their uncle became the Dunhaven crew’s leader. Liam and Phillip set out on their own, doing the occasional job for their Uncle Cecil. Now, with Agent Vass’ recommendation, a man known as “Shade” recruited them for this job, with a half-million gali payout each.

Liam unfastened his seat harness and slid the LP-95 from the shoulder holster inside his tunic. He checked the charge, inserting it back into the notch beneath the grip.

“Wake up!” he said to his brother. “We just reverted from Otherspace.” 

Phillip’s eyes popped open. He blinked a few times to adjust to the cargo hold light. He groaned, unfastening his harness. “About frickin’ time.” Reaching beneath his tunic, he pulled out a flask,  took a quick swig, and twisted the cap on.

Liam held out an empty hand. “Give here. I need you sharp for this.”

Phillip narrowed his eyes, tossing the flask to Liam. “There’s hardly any left.”

The older brother shook the tin container and guessed a finger remained. He uncapped the flask and took the last swig. As the whiskey burned in his throat, Liam twisted on the cap and tossed the empty flask to his brother. Phillip caught the flask with one hand. He uncapped the container and held it upside down. His face twisted to a grimace when nothing came out.

Phillip tossed the empty flask on the small pile of kit between them on the deck. “So, why are we doing this again?

Liam leaned against the backrest and sighed. “Shade recruited us for this job at Agent Vass’ recommendation,” he explained for the umpteenth time. “Vass’s calling in that favor.”

That annoying smirk crept on Phillips’ face. “What favor?” 

“When he interceded at my behest to have you join the navy instead of being locked up.” Liam scoffed, “You know—that time you grabbed that woman’s arse and broke her boyfriend’s jaw?”

Phillip chuckled. “Yeah... did that in one punch. I love hearing that story.” Phillip shrugged his broad shoulders. “I was only eighteen—that guy was like twenty-five.”

“When you outweigh him by ten kilos, age doesn’t matter,” Liam replied. “You also broke a bouncer’s nose and separated another’s shoulder.”

“They wrinkled my suit!” Another roguish smirk slid across his face. “I really liked that suit.” 

Liam shook his head without a reply. He had joined the navy under similar circumstances— “similar” to being he too had to join the Rinian armed forces or face incarceration. Stealing a grav-sled is a far cry from attacking four people at a club. 

Vass “hand-picked” Liam for his team when the GAI agent was embedded in his commando unit. Agent Vass also selected four other commandos with criminal pasts to assist with his “extracurricular” smuggling operations. As a member of GAI, no one questioned Vass.

When Phillip arrived three years later, after graduating from commando training and demolition school, Vass brought him in. Each commando got a cut of the business, with thousands of gali waiting in Saperian bank accounts when they were processed out of service. Agent Vass showed them the ins and outs of narcotics smuggling. He taught the Walls Brothers how to conduct business unnoticed. They used the same business model, making thousands per job in their current operation. All without leaving a trail for local constabularies or GMS to follow. For that skill set, they were in Vass’ debt.

“Gentlemen, we will enter Hon’Sed’s atmosphere momentarily,” a crewmember’s voice said through the ship’s intercom. “Fasten your harnesses for the descent to Var’Lav.”

“What’s ‘Var’Lav’?” Phillip asked, fastening the straps of his harness.  

“The capital of Hon’Sed,” Liam replied, tightening his harness. “Didn’t you listen in school?”

“No.”

“That explains why you’re sitting in a ship’s cargo hold en route to a job you know nothing about.”

Phillip scoffed, “What’s your excuse?”

“I make a lot of money hurting people and breaking skat, and I enjoy what I do.”

The Hartfanian-built freighter landed at a private hangar in a secluded section of the Var’Lav Interplanetary Spaceport. Liam and Phillip descended the steel gangway of the reddish-brown ship trimmed with yellow. As Shade instructed, both Rinians wore gray business suits, their shoulder holsters concealed beneath their jackets. When they reached the tarmac, duffel bags in hand, Liam saw three black utility hovertrucks with headlights activated. Parked in a horizontal line, their hydrogen cell-powered engines ran at a steady “hum.” 

A group of four Sivax Hybrids stood a few meters before the vehicles to greet the humans. Distinguished by large heads and thin bodies, Hybrids were taller and more muscular than “normal” Sivax. Because of their physical attributes, Hybrids were employed in professions such as Law Enforcement and the military—or, in this case, syndicate muscle. 

Liam glanced at three more Hybrids, each covering the passenger side of a vehicle. All but the Hybrid at the forefront carried LR-25 short-barrel rapid-fire laser rifles. Whoever these guys are, they’re heavy hitters, Sivax or not. Like the others, the lead Hybrid wore a black business suit with a gray, closed collar on the tunic. 

“Welcome to Hon’Sed, Gentlemen,” the tall Hybrid said. He nodded his bulbous head and smiled. “I am Kel’a’Yev.” He gestured toward the vehicles. “The truck on your right will transport you to the meeting’s location.”

“What about our kit?” Phillip asked.

“Place your kit in the rear,” Kel answered. He looked at the satchel on Phillip’s shoulder. “All of it, please.”

“This stays on my person,” Phillip replied. The satchel contained many types of explosives the younger Walls used on jobs if the opportunity presented itself. He did not want it out of his direct control, for obvious reasons.

Liam was cognizant they were outgunned, and a few Hybrids started raising their weapons because of his brother’s outburst.

Liam leaned toward Phillip and whispered. “Do as he says.”

“What about my demo?” Phillip murmured back.

Lian grabbed his brother’s arm. “There’s two of us carrying pistols—six of ‘em are packing LR-25s. This ain’t the time to argue.” Phillip nodded as they approached the rear of the vehicles with their equipment.

They loaded their gear into the back of the truck. Phillip leaned close to Liam with the pretense of adjusting his duffel bag. “I don’t like this.”

“Once you see that payout, you’ll get over it.” Liam gestured toward the rear seats. “Get in the truck.”

With a Hybrid sitting in the driver's seat, Liam nodded to the other standing at the passenger side, towering above the gray by two decimeters. The Hybrid did not appear intimidated by Liam’s size; the LR-25 slung to his chest had something to do with it. Beyond the Hybrid, Liam saw Kel’a’Yev look up at a distant rumble in the night sky. He leaned back in his seat and adjusted his safety harness as Phillip did the same.

The hovertruck drove out of the spaceport and turned left. As the partition rose, blinders went up on the side windows.

Phillip looked around—his face angry as a thundercloud. “What the frick!” 

Liam rubbed his eyes with a thumb and finger, wondering if their parents adopted one of them despite their resemblance.

“We are going to an undisclosed location,” a Hybrid said through the intercom. “It's best if you don't know where it is.”

“That’s fine,” Liam replied. “Thanks.”

“I frickin’ hate this,” Phillip said, shifting in his seat and looking around like a caged animal.

“Relax,” Liam replied. “This is a big job with a big payout if Shade speaks the truth.” The elder brother shrugged.  “Besides, we’re trained Rinian Navy Commandos armed with LP-95s.” He gestured to the front. “If skat goes sideways, we’ll take these two frickers out and relieve them of their LR-25s.”
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