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Talon of the Lord Ophelia Lockwood tightly wrapped her long, mechanical fingers round the trigger of her small jet-black pistol as she went through the massive cast iron gates of the graveyard towards the ancient Victorian mansion.  

She had never liked how the iron gates swung in the sticky, hot breeze of Georgia Tertius’s hot, insufferable atmosphere. The gates swung slowly with the worst squeaking she had ever had the displeasure of hearing. She would have been quite happy to shoot the damn things off their rusty hinges. 

Yet she didn’t. This was not the sort of place to cause conflict without a need. She could barely tolerate the constant squeak but it was a lot more tolerable than the four other Talons that were going to be here soon.

Ophelia went down the long, lumpy cobblestone path with large potholes, skulls and dead skeletons of small rats littering it as she went. The small lumps and bumps that pressed into her leather boots were so uncomfortable that she didn’t know why the Talons didn’t meet in a café, bar or conference space on a more civilised world.

Instead of one thousand miles away from any armed support, cities or even a relay station.

Tradition. It was the answer she always got, and after two hundred years, she hardly cared about arguing anymore. She served the Lord of War and that was enough for her.

A deafening roar of thunder echoed overhead as the acidic rain lashed, slashed and gushed down on her. 

Ophelia smiled and shivered as the hot, almost-burning rain splashed against her black trench coat, leather trousers and boots. The rain was so unbearable on the planet and still she kept walking.

She had a meeting to attend with her fellow Talons and that meant something major was happening in the galaxy. And something that needed all five Talons of the Lord to stop, or at least try.

The hints of damp, burnt ozone and rusty metal made Ophelia want to cover her nose with her rebreather mask with the devil’s design. Chances were her fellow Talons were watching her so she couldn’t risk them thinking of her as weak.

She might have been the Third Talon but like all of the others, she wanted to be the First Talon more than everything. Killing her would make it easier for the Fourth and Fifth to gain power. And it would make the First and Second just a little safer. 

Ophelia tightened her grip round her pistol. She was not becoming a victim today. 

The hundreds upon hundreds of tiny concrete headstones that lined each side of the cobblestone path made Ophelia shiver a little. The acidic rain pounded into the headstones, dissolving just a little bit more of them. She had no idea who each of the fallen people were, and it didn’t matter. Each of them could have been a hero, an enemy or a traitor as far as she was concerned.

The whole point of this Victorian mansion with its massive windows, deathly black paint and shattered roof was that it was meant to make people scared. Ophelia was fairly sure the Victorian mansion was never going to do that but it was a cute attempt.

Ophelia went up the large chipped, shattered stone stairs to the mansion and nodded at the tongue-less woman standing at the door. Her eyes were glassy, she tried to say something, maybe a welcome, maybe a warning, Ophelia didn’t know. The woman looked so scared, so done with life and Ophelia was half tempted to shoot the woman there and then.

Instead she gestured the woman to turn around where her Slave chip was located and she scanned her right hand over it. All Talons had an ID chip in their hands so Ophelia ordered the woman to be free on her authority so she was.

The woman nodded her thanks and ran like hell. 

Ophelia smiled, because she had no idea if the woman would live, die or do what with her life. There was no way off the planet, so she was doomed to die. Yet she would die free so she supposed that would have to be enough for now.

“You’re growing soft Lady Lockwood,” Victoria Atwood said.

Ophelia smiled at the First Talon. She hated the sheer amount of heavy black armour Victoria wore with golden highlights painted over every single seam. Victoria’s armour had to be twenty centimetres thick in places and Ophelia wouldn’t have been surprised if it was tank resistant.

She was almost too cautious. Ophelia didn’t understand how Victoria was First Talon with a mind like that.

“I saved her from you,” Ophelia said. “That is my reward and I don’t care what you think,”

“Do you know why the Lord of War summoned us?” Victoria asked as they went inside.

“No,” Ophelia said not even bothering to shake off the acidic rain that was probably eating away at her coat.

She nodded her hellos to a few more tongue-less, handless and even leg-less servants as she went into the massive drawing room. The massive oak table was stupidly large, why the Talons needed a table larger than an Emperor size bed was beyond her. Yet she certainly liked the huge glass tray filled with rich, decadent coffee, fruit teas and velvety, full-bodied wines. 

Even the bookshelves filled with red, red and green leatherbound hardbacks were impressive. She doubted any of the hardbacks actually contained any books, it was all for show but it was a cute touch. 

She just needed to know why the Talons were going this far for a simple meeting.

Even if the Lord of War, the glorious leader of the Confederacy had summoned all of them. It did not explain why they were meeting so far away from help. 

Little did she realise her enemies had chosen this spot simply because it was so isolated and there was no chance of calling for help. She would be alone, isolated and doomed to die here.

The perfect ambush site. 
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Fifth Talon Charlie Fisher forced his left leg to just stop shaking as he sat at the very head of the massive ugly dining table. He had no idea why the other Talons felt the need to be so cruel to him by putting him at the head of the table. A chance for everyone to see him, see his weaknesses and size him up.

He already knew how the Talons worked, they were all already planning on killing him to make sure that he didn’t kill any of them. They were still waiting for the Third Talon to arrive but he supposed that gave him a little more time to win over his so-called friends.

He just had to survive this meeting then he could escape into the Confederacy again and continue doing the glorious work of the Lord of War. And he could help bring the enslavement of humanity one step closer and the weaklings in the Great Human Empire could benefit from the Lord of War’s iron grip.

That was all he wanted.

Charlie wouldn’t have minded looking, flicking through and reading the hundreds upon hundreds of different leatherbound hardbacks on the shelves lining the dining room. There was nothing better than traveling in-between systems with a good book, a rich velvety hot chocolate with intense peppermint depth and the warmth of his own cabin. That was his ideal travel time.

The others might have preferred training, killing or mutilating servants by removing their tongues, but learning and reading was what Charlie loved. Of course, he would never ever tell the other Talons that but he didn’t care. 

He loved his life. 

The deafening roar of the thunder and the constant drumbeat of the acidic rain slashing, lashing and hammering into the cracked windows and holey roof made Charlie want to leave. It had been ages since he had been on a planet with real rain, he didn’t even mind if it burnt him a little.

“Blood Wine, Charlie,” Victoria asked.

Charlie shook his head. Victoria just terrified him. Was she expecting some kind of massive attack? It might explain the sheer amount of armour that she was wearing and why she kept touching her sword every few moments.

In fact, Charlie focused on each of the other Talons. The Second and Fourth Talons were twins and they moved and acted in the exact same way. Their long blond hair was lustrous, their almond-shaped blue eyes were like sapphires and Charlie couldn’t deny that their bodies were fairly great. It had been ages since he had been with a man, it was normally women he ended up hooking up with on missions, but the Talons were hot for sure. 

He shook the silly thought away. He didn’t want anyone catching onto his attraction. That would give him an extra weakness, and he was the newest and weakest member of the Talons. He already had enough weaknesses. 

Charlie hissed a little as the cuts, burns and scars from where the Lord of War had carved the number 5 into his flesh 55,555 times pulsed pain all round him. The scars were the only way how he knew which talon was the Second and the Fourth. 

Victoria shook her head and poured herself an extra crystal glass of Blood Wine. He couldn’t deny it looked beautiful with its dark, red rich tones that were probably full-bodied with wonderful hints of berries, bark and spices. He just didn’t want to take anything from these fools, it was more than likely to be poisonous or something.

He was not dying here today, not if he could help it. 

“I’ll grab her,” Victoria said downing her Blood Wine.

Charlie watched as Victoria’s hair whipped round wildly as she stormed out the dining room. Hopefully the Third Talon was arriving and this meeting could begin.

“Do you know why the Lord of War summoned us?” the Second and Fourth Talons said as one.

Charlie felt his heart skip a few beats as the twins spoke to him, but he shook his head. 

“Shame,” the Second Talon said. “None of us have been giving any information, any files or any hints,”

Charlie subtly reached down for his gun because something was seriously wrong and he didn’t have a good feeling about this at all. He knew the Talons had only ever met three times since their founding over 90,000 years ago. Yet they were always
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