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			“Sometimes a person in any sort of position of authority must consider the greater good and not the most accessible solution to a serious problem.”

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			The bird continued to power its way through the chill morning. Both short, powerful wings slashed away through this very same air as the kilit moved ever on; its own thoughts and efforts focused solely on the mission at hand. For many days now the bird had been flying in an easterly direction, both legs bearing brief, though important notes of great, unprecedented tidings from a vast, sprawling metropolis far to the west. The bird, itself, was not in what could be considered to be in a good physical condition. The journey east had been fraught with a great many hazards, ranging from a constant lack of food and water to the presence of other predatory birds. On one occasion, the kilit had been assailed and almost killed by a far larger raptor. Only a rapid bout of instinctive manoeuvres had saved the bird and its extraordinarily important messages, each of which currently occupied the thin metal tubes.

			Thankfully, these dangers were a thing of the past.

			There had been no further incidents with predatory birds or even animals - and prey was more commonplace on the ground. On numerous occasions, the kilit had spied a nice, tasty mouse or bird at ground level and promptly plummeted from the sky to seize these morsels. Once done sating its hunger, the bird would yet again take to the sky, continuing the lengthy journey east.

			The only real issue the bird encountered while flying was the constant, gradual decrease of the surrounding air temperature. On leaving its point of origin, the bird had found the temperatures during the days to be reasonably mild. The nights were an entirely different matter with air temperatures falling to an uncomfortable degree. Many nights the bird was forced to seek shelter in a tree or cliff face where it slept in fitful periods, shivering from the extreme cold until the sun rose to gradually warm the surrounding air. Now the kilit found that the further east it travelled, the lower the temperatures were, almost as though it was moving closer to the polar regions and not simply to the east.

			Up ahead, the bird could clearly see a low hovering cloud bank that appeared to stretch from one end of the horizon to the other. It instinctively knew such a natural formation would certainly mean an even more drastic decrease in the surrounding temperatures. Still, an issue such as this would not deter the kilit as it continued to claw its way through the air. On both feet were the instigators of great and sweeping changes that would eventually alter the lives of every single person dwelling within the nations to the east.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE HAMAFORTH KINGDOMS

			THE NATION OF PORRA

			XEROUS CITY

			Pira Laninval - also more widely known to those persons around her as ‘Lady Pira’ stood on the balcony of the high, circular room that had once been the exclusive domicile of Colin Bourke, also known as ‘Lord Colin Bourke’. Over the many days since his Lordship’s departure - along with the mighty army under his direct command, she had taken to spending great periods of her time in this lofty perch, her dark brown eyes gazing across the valley and the nearby sprawl of Xerous City. Most of the time, precious little of any real importance occurred in or about the great walled metropolis. Ever since Lord Bourke and the troops under his command had defeated former Lord Laninval and the invading army from the Azzil Territories, life had returned to something akin to normality across the land. Despite the onset of the cold season of Peslinin, with its icy winds and deep snowfalls, the people were secure in their houses, provided with food for the table and fuel for the fires. The crime gangs no longer ruled a vast majority of the city, and its citizens could move around quite freely most times of the day or night without fear of being harassed - or on the receiving end of a brutal mugging or murder. Only one factor gnawed like an angered rodent at the collective thoughts of the peoples of the nation of Porra: had Lord Bourke been victorious in his mission to assail the dreaded fortress city of Terrimorter and rescue the detained members of the Royal Thellon family?

			Every single person inside or outside the protective walls of either the city or castle held this fearful question somewhere in the recesses of their mind. Day or night, every waking moment in their lives, they pondered the distinct possibility that at this time, a massive force of enemy soldiers could be on their way to obliterate Xerous, its people and then ride on across all the countries of the Hamaforth Kingdoms until they finally reached the gates of the Royal palace deep within the capital city of Valderhien. Within Xerous City it was often possible to witness someone walking along the street, only to have them abruptly halt mid-stride, their mind wandering off to such a dreadful thought. Even the troops left behind to guard the castle and city could be seen performing such an act of unintended perplexity in the course of their day-to-day duties.

			A sudden gust of wretchedly freezing cold wind caught Lady Pira off-guard, causing her to momentarily shudder from its icy touch. Realising she risked an unneeded bout of hypothermia if she remained exposed for too long, the girl turned from the balcony and left the exposed perch to enter the castle’s superstructure and the protection its stone and mortar offered. On entering Colin Bourke’s former room, she noticed the two Dearnian guards stationed at the doorway. As always, they had trailed close at Lady Pira’s heels, seemingly never letting her from their sight. The only exception to this rule was if she was residing in her official quarters deep within the castle. Even then, both remained in place just outside her closed and locked door for the duration of the entire night.

			Hock and Tillisar had been left behind to guard her Ladyship while all other members of the Dearnian guard contingent had escorted Lord Bourke into the Azzil Territories, and finally onto Terrimorter. Neither had particularly wished to be left back at Xerous to roam about the draughty castle, basically baby-sitting the daughter of disgraced Lord Laninval. However, as they were the youngest of the Dearnians guards present, it was not their place to argue with these directives. Both fully comprehended that the stability of the entire nation of Porra did, indeed, rest on her Ladyship commanding the country, and as such, her safety was of paramount importance.

			Lady Pira stepped across to these two typically blonde, fierce-looking guards. She gave them a light smile which they failed to return. Instead, both performed a brief, rudimentary bow in her direction as a sign of respect for her position within the scheme of the nobility of the Hamaforth Kingdoms.

			“Hock,” she commented, closing the doors leading to the balcony. “What is on my agenda for today?”

			The Dearnian youth looked to her and frowned. “I have absolutely no idea, my Lady.”

			“That is… what is that term his Lordship uses? Oh, yes! ‘Okay’... I will have to check with the lieutenant colonel to see what is expected of me.” Pira Laninval stepped closer to her bodyguards. “I was just wondering, Tillisar. Would you care to pretend to be me and take over my duties for today? I thought I might travel down into the city and wander aimlessly about the retail district.”

			“I hardly think I am in a position to replace her Ladyship,” the shortish Dearnian girl responded, frowning slightly at the whimsical request.

			“And just why not, Tillisar?” Lady Pira demanded. “We look so alike we could almost be twins.”

			The short (for a Dearnian) blonde, blue-eyed, busty girl stared across at the far shorter, slim, dark-haired member of the local nobility.

			“Without meaning any offence,” Tillisar stated, “I believe her Ladyship is in need of having her eyesight evaluated by a good physician.”

			Pira Laninval chuckled at the remark. “No offence taken, Tillisar!” She stepped closer to the other woman. “You know if I had your eyes and hair, the men would be massed at the castle gate, beating on the drawbridge to gain entry!”

			“And then we would have to commit wholesale slaughter on them for such an impertinence, my Lady!” Tillisar retorted.

			Hock rolled his eyes.

			He really hated it when these two began indulging themselves in what he thought of as ‘girl talk’. The entire matter was nothing short of cloying. The Dearnian youth found it was far more preferable to hanging around the others of his kind as they spoke of great battles and brave deeds of those Dearnian guards who had protected former members of Royalty, sometimes at the sacrifice of their own lives.

			“Anyway, Lady Pira,” Tillisar continued, completely ignoring her fellow Dearnian guard’s obvious disdain for the course of their conversation. “Who is to say the local men do not harbor great desire for you in their hearts?”

			“They do not seem too interested in me,” Pira Laninval protested, a touch dramatically.

			“That is because you spend almost all of your time wandering about this draughty, creepy old castle,” Hock interjected.

			“This ‘draughty, creepy old castle’ is my home, Hock,” she duly advised him, some almost underlying touch of displeasure to be found in her tone.

			“I meant no offence by the comment, Lady Pira,” the Dearnian youth advised her.

			She grinned at him in a mischievous fashion. “I am not offended by the comment, Hock. Although, I do now understand what troubled Lord Bourke about the constant references to his title.” She gave a great sigh. “I often wonder what my life would be like without being ‘Lady Pira’. To be just plain ‘Pira Laninval’ seems like such a great luxury with a complete lack of responsibility. Also, I would like it if you both referred to me by my own name without any reference to that burdensome title when we are alone.”

			“Thellic once took us aside and explained in grim detail what would happen if we were to address any member of the local nobility in a much more casual reference,” Hock advised her. He gave a mild shudder. “Thellic could be quite descriptive given the proper circumstances.”

			“That said; we should check in with the lieutenant colonel and see what plans I have for this lovely day?” Pira Laninval commented.

			Both of the Dearnian guards happened to glance out of the nearby full-length windows near the balcony. On a brief inspection of the outside elements, they found themselves staring at low clouds and a miserable, light drizzle that wafted across the valley and the grim city in the distance. Somehow, they realised this would not be one of the more pleasant days to be wandering around out of the protection of the ‘draughty, old castle’.

			Pira Laninval stepped away from them, heading through the only doorway and down the treacherous flight of spiral stairs. As per standard custom, Tillisar and Hock trailed behind her at a respectful distance. They only prayed she did not trip and fall on the way into the castle’s main structure. Such an event would be sort of embarrassing. It might be quite humiliating to have Lord Bourke, Thellic and the other Dearnian guards return, only to discover her Ladyship had perished under the most innocuous of circumstances.

			***

			She sat at a desk crowded with reams of the greatly feared and dreaded paperwork, her head in both hands, almost as though in some form of deep mourning over the untimely loss of a loved one. Around her was the standard clutter one would find in the office of such an important person. To one side of the modest room was a row of timber filing cabinets, each and every one of which was jammed full of any conceivable type of documentation. Sometime in the foreseeable future, she would be forced by circumstances to have more cabinets placed in the office to hold the inevitable influx of paperwork. These items appeared to flood in from all parts of the Hamaforth Kingdoms. A small number of these communiques even originated from the Royal palace across in the distant city of Valderhien. Some were even signed by her Royal Majesty, Sinar Thellon, herself.

			Other letters originated from Military Headquarters also in the capital city. These were of great concern to the thin slip of a girl, as here was to be found the only military officers whose rank exceeded her own. Many of the items from that eastern metropolis were of no great importance. Often other senior officers merely wished for further updates on events so close to the border of the Azzil Territories. A handful of these letters held accounts that were nothing short of outrageous. One particularly exacting, one might even say ‘deranged’ colonel over in Valderhien appeared to have been mortally offended by certain events in Xerous in prelude to the invasion of the Territories. He had demanded on numerous occasions that the girl immediately resign her commission and leave the Hamaforth Armed Forces for all time. His latest indignant letter had even held threats to build his own army and launch military action into Porra in a concerted effort to remove her from office.

			Only the personal intervention of the Queen, herself, had prevented such drastic actions from taking place. The main issue at such a dire time was that the invasion of the western power had left something of a drain of senior officers. General Arrish Marn and Colonel Ferran Cintras were both to be found over in the Azzil Territories, while other senior officers had tragically either perished or been grievously injured during the prior invasion of the Kingdoms by Jom Azzer’s forces. Many of these senior figures within the army were still to be found recuperating from a vast variety of injuries in numerous medical facilities in the military city of Kerroway. Only her Majesty had the political clout to hold certain senior officers at bay.

			It had come to the girl’s attention that some elements of the military in Hamaforth proper wished to conduct yet another invasion of the Territories as soon as such an undertaking could be conducted. Thankfully, yet again, Sinar Thellon had come to the rescue, armed with vast quantities of common sense and reasoning. Threats of immediate imprisonment also helped the overall cause in maintaining a level measure of response to the unwarranted military incursions by the Azzil Territories forces.

			However - all these issues paled in comparison with the single most overwhelming problem facing the lieutenant colonel. The ‘problem’; if such a mild term could be counted as efficient enough to explain her troubles, was like a vast wave striking an unprotected shoreline after a massive storm at sea. Her mind was becoming so overloaded by this issue that she, honestly, believed her other, far more important duties were being shoved aside or even forgotten. She had survived the siege of Xerous castle and earned many military distinctions in doing so. Now, she found herself wanting for a means of responding to this seemingly endless threat to her very sanity.

			Marriage proposals!

			The accursed things poured into her office day-in, day-out! There was just no respite to offers of marriage, which varied in intensity and written dexterity. Some of the men who wrote to the senior-most officer in all of Porra, offered all sorts of entreaties in an effort to have her as their wife. These offers ranged from seemingly vast wealth to heightened ranks within the military. Some men threatened her with harm should she refuse their oh-so-generous submissions, while others threatened themselves with great harm should she dismiss their requests. The girl only prayed to the gods these individuals would receive adequate psychological counselling at some stage of their, no doubt, confused lives.

			On hearing a polite knock at the door of her office, Lieutenant Colonel Inlo Ricc slowly lifted her head. She remained seated behind her cluttered desk, both hazel eyes staring across at the closed entrance. She silently wondered just who now wished to make her life exceedingly difficult in these already tumultuous times? Realising these were uncharacteristic feelings of self-pity, the commanding officer mentally scolded herself. There was certainly no need to become overly indulgent in such a selfish inner ideology. All those around the officer looked in her direction for guidance and foresight, not idiotic disbelief in her own abilities and conduct.

			“Come in!” she called across to the closed door.

			Hopefully, the individual about to enter her office was not the bearer of yet another noxious marriage proposal. If this were, indeed, the case, Inlo Ricc vowed to have the person, no matter their place in society, shoved into the nearest available cell. If necessary, she would have the dungeons beneath the castle exhumed and start having these less-than-amicable abodes filled to capacity with her ardent admirers.

			The door open, allowing one of the rank-and-file soldiers to enter. Inlo Ricc recognised the youth as being from the original castle garrison. Thankfully, he appeared to be a serious-minded individual who broached no nonsense in regard to allowing just anyone to wander into his superior officer’s workplace.

			“The Lady Pira is here to see you, Lieutenant Colonel,” he announced.

			“Please let her Ladyship in, thank you,” she retorted.

			On earlier occasions, her politeness and civility towards the enlisted troops had created some momentary confusion within the ranks. In their view, officers of such a senior position were prone to snapping commands and screaming abuse, not using such phrases like ‘thank you’ and ‘please’. Now the men and women under the lieutenant colonel’s direct command had come to the understanding she simply did not behave in such a fashion.

			The soldier acting as Inlo Ricc’s assistant vanished from the office a mere moment before Lady Pira and her Dearnian guards appeared. They stepped into the room just before Hock closed the door and positioned himself to one side of the entrance. Tillisar silently placed herself against a wall a couple of paces from the sealed doorway.

			“Good morning, Lady Pira,” Inlo Ricc bemoaned, rising from her chair to perform a brief bow.

			Pira Laninval smiled at this display. “Let me guess, Lieutenant Colonel, yet another marriage proposal?”

			The senior officer rolled her eyes before sinking back into her seat. She fished out the offending note, waving the slightly crumpled paper about the air as though it had created a massive disturbance in her life. Such was indeed the case.

			“You should read this thing!” Inlo Ricc exclaimed, dropping the letter in question on the desktop. “This fool is virtually demanding my hand in marriage, even though he is old enough to be my grandfather! Apparently, he is a member of some sort of supposedly noble family over in Phornimiren. I have never heard of them, and I seriously doubt if anyone else has! He states in his memo that a refusal to become his wife would be tantamount to a declaration of open warfare between Porra and Phornimiren.”

			“That sounds serious, Lieutenant Colonel,” the Lady Pira intoned, still sporting a light smile.

			One of her basic joys in this life was to closely observe the senior officer undergoing the pains and tribulations of her exalted military rank. Not that she harboured any ill-feelings towards the girl who had ventured across with Colin Bourke’s battalion. She quite liked the officer and considered her a close friend. However, Inlo Ricc’s melodramatic accounts of yet more marriage proposals was a far better option than visiting Xerous City and watching a comedy at one of the numerous theatres to be found in that metropolis. “You may just have to take up his most generous offer to prevent an internal conflict between the nations of the Hamaforth Kingdoms.”

			Both of Inlo Ricc’s clear, hazel eyes lurched up to view the much shorter girl. “Is her Ladyship trying to be somehow amusing?” she demanded.

			To one side of this discussion, Tillisar silently wondered if drastic physical action would have to be taken to thwart a fight between her charge and the senior officer. Such an intervention would have its own amusements as the Dearnian girl had never before tackled a senior officer while in the line of her sworn duty. She, seriously, doubted if Thellic would approve of such an undertaking, but then again, he was all the way over in the Azzil Territories: hopefully slaughtering any and all Territorians he could lay his hands upon.

			“My most humble apologies, Lieutenant Colonel!” Pira Laninval snickered from across the table. “I do not wish to make fun of your plight. It must be just plain arduous to be at the centre of so many lustful thoughts by so many men from one end of the Kingdoms to the other!”

			“It is not funny!” the officer blurted, flashing her own grin. “The vast majority of these offers are from men, all of whom are clearly unacceptable. And, I feel I should point out one clear fact; this is even if I was desperately searching for a spouse. Which I am not.”

			“That will break many hearts,” the other participant in the conversation chuckled.

			“As the saying goes; ‘I am already married - to the military’.” Inlo Ricc sadly shook her head, causing her dark blonde hair to cascade around her face. “Most of these men are either too old, too young or appear to have multiple personality defects.” She lifted the recently discarded letter. “This being the point entirely.” She dropped the note. “All I wish to do is get on with my job the best way I know how. I do not really enjoy spending the better part of each and every day shifting through piles of noxious marriage proposals. This then leads to the problem of having to respond to these offers without starting a civil war of sorts.”

			“Have someone else read and answer these letters,” Pira Laninval promptly suggested.

			Inlo Ricc ceased her rantings to silently stare across at the thin, almost malnourished-looking member of Porran nobility. Despite Lady Pira’s humble personality and less than domineering physical appearance, she could often be the harbinger of great wisdom.

			“That is a brilliant idea!” the officer chortled. “I wonder why I did not think of such a solution myself?”

			“You are welcome,” Lady Pira retorted, pleased she could have been of immense assistance in this issue. In all honesty, she did have another objective in mind. The lieutenant colonel was an important member of the local military, if not the single-most influential person to wear a uniform in the entire country. She needed to have her mind focused on military matters of the utmost importance, not foolish marriage proposals from unsuitable suitors. At any time, the armies of the Azzil Territories could pour across the border to finally finish what Jom Azzer had started not so long ago.

			No one in the room on this day had any notion of events that had recently unfolded all the way over in the city of Terrimorter.

			Inlo Ricc’s mind returned to the present. “Was there any reason behind your visit here, Lady Pira?” she inquired.

			Her mind was already going through a list of suitable candidates to take over the near overwhelming chore of reading and responding to the continuous flood of marriage proposals. A female member of the officers’ corps would do the trick nicely. They would, naturally, object at first on being given such an odious task, but that was why senior officers were in place: to make life miserable for junior officers – and the enlisted personnel.

			“I was wondering as to my duties for today,” Pira Laninval admitted. “If there were no urgent tasks for me to perform, I would like to venture into the city.”

			The lieutenant colonel frowned slightly at the request. She looked about her rather messy desk before reaching across to retrieve a closed book of some considerable thickness. On opening the journal up to the correct page, she peered inside, frowned some more and nodded as if deep in thought.

			“According to my notes,” she readily admitted, “you have a couple of meetings listed for this morning. After that there is nothing of any great relevance for you to do.”

			“Sometimes I feel so unwanted.”

			The senior officer in the guise of a mere girl stared across at her. “I could always find you something to do, my Lady. You could pick up a sword and stand a watch on the battlements. The weather is a touch on the chilly side, but if you move around a lot, you soon warm up.”

			“I guess being unwanted may not be such a bad thing, Lieutenant Colonel,” Lady Pira replied with a slight smile.

			“Is there anything in particular you wished to do in Xerous City?”

			“Not really,” the current reigning lady of Porra admitted, giving a brief shrug. “I thought I might inspect some of the stores in the city. I also might drop by the City Cathedral and pay my respects to his Worship.”

			“I am certain Tennus Fen would enjoy the company. So long as he can tear himself away from giving out the church’s wealth to the local people.”

			Pira Laninval’s eyes lit up. “Oh! That gives me an idea!” she commented, finally leaving the chair. “There are some chests of silver and gold I located in one of the antechambers up in Lord Bourke’s tower! I feel the Archbishop will be able to make great use of it!”

			“You could always keep it for yourself, my Lady,” Inlo Ricc helpfully suggested, rising to her feet. “The costs of running this castle are not cheap.”

			“Nonsense!” Lady Pira retorted, stepping towards the door. “The castle’s treasury is bursting at the seams. The less fortunate down in the city need this wealth far more than I do.”

			“It seems to me the ‘less fortune’ in Xerous City are doing quite nicely for themselves these days,” the officer commented.

			Ignoring this last, rather sarcastic remark, Pira Laninval stepped towards the now open doorway, her mind solely focused on the tasks at hand. “I will tend to these meetings and then go to the city,” she insisted. “So, if you could please see fit to provide me with a military escort, I would greatly appreciate it.”

			Lieutenant Colonel Inlo Ricc gave a curt bow then silently watched as Lady Pira and her modest escort swept from the room. The daughter of their dreaded enemy was the sole of generosity and good cheer. It was a troubling thought and Inlo Ricc only hoped she would not come to any harm in the foreseeable future.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Seated on the high-backed chair Colin Bourke had only recently used during his short, but exceedingly eventful rule of the nation of Porra, Pira Laninval stared down at a collective of people presently gathered before her. She closely observed their posture and listened intently to their words this cold morning. Here in the meeting hall deep within Xerous castle, at least the people present were warmed by the heat radiating from numerous fireplaces scattered throughout the chamber. Most of the visitors present at the time were after Lady Pira to give her views on a wide variety of topics, ranging from land disputes to monetary matters, along with arguments between neighbours over all sorts of issues. These matters were generally not dealt with by the local courts due to the simple fact they fell outside legal jurisdiction. Also, these issues were not of a religious nature and so, naturally, ruled out any dealings by Archbishop Tennus Fen down at the City Cathedral.

			At one stage, Lady Pira leaned forward in her chair, a mild frown of concentration etched on her youthful features. She listened intently to one particularly verbose merchant and businessman as he lambasted the entire system that dared allow his employees to demand a pay rise. The business at the core of the ongoing labour dispute was a textile mill located to the rear of Xerous City, well within the less affluent sector of the city. During the tall, lean merchant’s tirade against his employees, the man put on what could only be best described as a grandiose performance. He ranted and raved about the injustice of having to pay those persons working for him at all, far less the ludicrous notion of giving these miserable wretches a pay increase. During his less than eloquent speech, the well-attired individual punctuated his words with bold gestures made by his constantly flaying arms while fresh spittle blasted from between his bloodless, thin lips. Such was his overwhelming performance that on numerous occasions the Dearnian guards, Hock and Tillisar, almost made the embarrassing blunder of launching themselves into a full-blooded attack on the businessman. They often believed he was about to lose all self-control and assail her Ladyship. Even the soldiers posted about the hall were often alarmed by the man’s near psychotic behaviour.

			“I ask you!” the merchant-business proprietor screamed, in his near frenzied state of mind. “Is it at all fair for that trash under my employ to demand an increase in wages?” His dark brown eyes bulged in outrage. “Well! Is it?”

			“You certainly make some interesting points… sir,” Pira Laninval readily admitted, her dulcet voice clearly heard throughout the chamber. She smiled in a beneficial fashion down at him. “But, before I make any rulings on the matter, I have a couple of questions to ask.”

			“What more could you possibly want to know?” he demanded in his standard, furious fashion. “I have told you what you need to here! Now, all I ask is you dispatch a patrol to my factory to teach these ingrates a valuable lesson! I want this done and this very morning!”

			“Humour me, please,” she retorted, giving no indication of having been at all offended by his unseemly behaviour towards her. “My first question is this: just how much are your employees paid?”

			“Too much! They should be grateful I allow them in the building in the first place!”

			Pira Laninval’s frown increased. The expression appeared quite odd on her delicate features. “Please answer the question.”

			“I believe I just did!”

			“Please?”

			“Oh, all right!” the man huffed, indignantly. “Each of my workers; and I use the term with great jest, earn a copper coin per twenty-day cycle! It is much more than they are worth!”

			A moment of silence followed his venomous declaration. Lady Pira remained seated, both eyes staring down at the merchant, her subject. “Do these people, your employees, manage to live on such a payment?” she finally inquired.

			“I do not know and I certainly do not care!”

			“If they are going hungry then…”

			“That is beside the point!” the merchant interjected. He leered up at her. “Your father, Lord Laninval, would never have tolerated such behaviour from the common people; especially those dwelling in the poor sector of the city. Lord Laninval would have seen the streets run red with their filthy blood!” He continued staring up at the mere girl, a grin of triumph on his slightly pox-marked features. This had been his trump card and in his mind he had played it well to put this child in her rightful place.

			Pira Laninval sat back in her seat. “I am going to say this to you once and once only,” she retorted between gritted teeth. “As from this day on, your employees, every last one of them, are to receive no less than three copper coins for every roster. I will have auditors regularly check your financial ledgers. If my declaration is not adhered to in any way, shape or form, your entire business and land holdings will be forfeit to the state Crown. Furthermore, if you ever dare raise your voice to me again or somehow forget to use my correct and rightful title, you will find yourself stuck in a very unpleasant prison cell.” She rose to her feet. “But… and I want this proclamation sent to all within Porra; should anyone ever dare mention my father’s name to me under any circumstances imaginable, they will be hauled before the entire population of Xerous City and publically flogged!” She gazed about the hall and its smattering of occupants. “Do I make myself perfectly clear!”

			To a person, the civilians, soldiers and even the Dearnian guards turned to her Ladyship and gave a deep bow. Only the mortified businessman remained upright. His mind had really ceased functioning to any great degree of its limited capacity by this stage. Mouth open, as if to fully emphasis the stupid expression on his face, he remained staring up at the slip of a girl who had dared speak to him in such a disrespectful fashion.

			Finally having seen and heard enough, Hock marched across to the man at the centre of this particular tempest. He reached up, latched onto the slightly taller man’s head then forced him to double over in some resemblance of a bow.

			“Stay that way and count to ten!” the youthful Dearnian guard instructed. “Then please feel free to leave at once! If you do not follow these instructions to the letter, you will be administering these pay rises to your employees, minus your fool head!”

			Hock angrily stepped back to his rightful place at the right side of the slightly raised podium. At no stage did he bother to look towards the obviously enraged daughter of Laninval. He did, however, glance across at Tillisar and give a mild shrug on seeing the horrified expression on her face.

			Pira Laninval once more seated herself. She waited in abject silence until the unimpressed businessman finally straightened up before fleeing the hall at a fairly impressive pace. She fully intended to have someone take an account of the man’s business to make certain her commands were properly adhered to.

			“Did anyone else have business with me?” she finally inquired, her features blushed by the recent exertion.

			One rather rotund woman stepped forward, her fingers twitching slightly, eyes wide in obvious trepidation hovering close to unbridled fear. Behind her stood no less than three girls of varying ages, all of whom were quite well-presented. They, too, stood in fearful awe before the daughter of the former Lord of Porra. Apparently, his one and only offspring had picked up a number of his less than amicable personality traits, such as an easily angered temper and violent disposition.

			“What is your problem?” Pira Laninval demanded, though she appeared to have reclaimed her former composure.

			“I… I… have an issue, my Lady,” the fat woman stammered.

			One of the girls was now in the process of concealing her presence behind the far larger woman. The mother made quite an impressive, almost impenetrable barrier.

			“And what is this issue?”

			“Well…”

			“A well is something you withdraw drinking water from,” Pira Laninval advised her limited audience.

			Tillisar turned to stare up at her Ladyship. She really had been upset over the mention of her recently fled father, the very same man who had incarcerated his own daughter in the castle dungeons. Obviously, some sins were never forgiven.

			“I owe some money to one of the local bankers,” the rotund woman admitted.

			“So?”

			“The banker in question says that if I do not pay him the full amount within ten days, he will take one of my daughters as payment.” The woman turned to introduce her daughters. One fact took her quite by surprise. “One of them is missing!”

			The girl in question, who was only a couple of seasons younger than Lady Pira, stepped out from behind her mother.

			“Oh, there you are!” The mother turned her attention back to the girl on the plain- looking throne. Much to her surprise, Pira Laninval appeared quite perturbed over this issue.

			“My apologies, ma’am,” Lady Pira spoke up. “Did you just say this banker is demanded one of your daughters as payment for monies owed?”

			The mother nodded; an act that caused numerous chins to appear then disappear in quick succession. “My husband passed away some seasons ago and ever since then I have been trying to make ends meet. Unfortunately, the money has run out - as money does. The business has failed and I cannot even sell my house as it is mortgaged to the very same man.” Tears appeared in her eyes. “Whatever shall I do!” she finally wailed in abject misery. “I do not wish to part with my lovely daughters! And let me tell you this as a sure and certain fact; that banker is a ruthless, mean spirited-brut of a man! I am certain he would have no hesitation in raping…”

			“Thank you, ma’am!” Pira Laninval called down, cutting off the other woman’s last sentence. “I am certain we do not wish to hear the unpleasant details.” She could not help but notice virtually every male soldier in the hall was staring across at the woman’s three daughters. “I was just wondering,” her Ladyship spoke once more. “At what point did I happen to wake up all the way over in Blurican?”

			The comment sent a shockwave through the population of the assembly hall. Now even the Dearnian guards appeared horrified by these words.

			“Women are not objects to be traded in the place of cash,” Pira Laninval openly derided the notion. “Nor are we to be exchanged for goods or services. The banker involved in this business is to be immediately apprehended and hauled before a local magistrate for sentencing!” She looked to the serving officer of the watch, some fresh-faced ensign in a neat uniform, whom still appeared quite stunned by the Blurican reference. He bowed to her then left the hall to complete his recently assigned mission.

			“Just out of interest, exactly how much money was involved?” Pira Laninval inquired, her anger depleting now that a positive solution was at hand.

			“The equivalent of four silver pieces, Lady Pira,” the large woman answered.

			“How much!”

			“The amount just sort of built up over the seasons, your Ladyship,” the mother commented, flashing an apologetic shrug.

			Pira Laninval paused to reflect on the issue. Finally convinced of her thoughts, she spoke: “I want you and everyone else in Porra to know that while this house, as well as the Church have provided the people with much-needed food and shelter and, I might add; protection from those that would do us great harm, it is not a financial safety net. I have absolutely no intention of just handing over gold or silver coins to everyone who holds out their hand.” She could clearly see the rotund woman was greatly disappointed by the firm, but obviously necessary stance. “However, I am willing to concede that you are in serious financial strife and require some assistance in this issue. Once the banker in question has learnt his lesson about not using his role in our society to obtain and demean women, I will personally speak to him about the possibility of not only extending your lone, but perhaps removing some of the interest due on the base amount.”

			“Oh - thank you, your Ladyship!” the woman standing before her blurted.

			Pira Laninval nodded then watched as the woman and her daughters stepped from out of the hall. Once they had removed their presence; much to the bemusement of most of the male soldiers present, a thin, elderly man stepped before the podium. Both of his scrawny hands clutched at a well-worn cap and he nodded towards the current monarch of the land.

			“What is your problem,” she inquired.

			“My Lady,” the old man addressed her, his voice trembling in fear. “I wish your ruling on a serious matter… well, serious for me anyway.”

			The girl on the podium smiled, but remained silent.

			“My step-daughter is demanding that I vacate my house down in the city. I was wondering if you could do something about it, please.”

			“Why is she removing your from your very own house, may I ask?”

			“The plain truth is she does own the property,” he carefully explained. “Both my wife and son have passed away, and now she is the only relative I have, but unfortunately, we have never had what could be described as an ‘amicable’ relationship. So now she wants me out of the cottage, so she can sell it to raise more money for the refurbishment of her own house.”

			“If you leave your current home where would you live?”

			The elderly man shook his head. “I have nowhere else to go!” he plaintively admitted. “I would have to live in the streets or possibly stay at one of the hostels run by the church.” He smiled up at the saddened girl as both hands continued playing about with his cap.

			Pira Laninval smiled. “I believe something a bit more positive can be done to remedy your…”

			Something slammed into Lady Pira, tearing the girl free from her chair. At the same instant a serious commotion broke out within the meeting hall amongst the people present. On staring up at the person who had assaulted her, Lady Pira was quite astonished to find the face of Tillisar gazing down at her. Nearby, the commotion continued unabated as people began shouting in urgent voices and rushing about the hall.

			A moment passed as Pira Laninval attempted to come to terms with these recent events. “What… what happened?” she asked, as the Dearnian girl finally rolled off of her.

			Tillisar aided her charge back to both slightly shaking feet. On looking around, the Porran noblewoman was astonished to discover Hock and a number of soldiers hovering over the sad-faced, elderly gentleman. He presently lay on the floor and now sported a nasty abrasion to his forehead. The look on his wrinkled features was not one of fear or shock, but a strange, gloating expression.

			“What is going on here?” Pira Laninval demanded, angrily.

			“This man attempted to assassinate you, Lady Pira!” Hock announced. He looked down at the individual responsible for such an outrage then launched a full-blooded kick into his ribs.

			“Hock!” Pira Laninval snapped, stepping closer to the edge of the podium. “Leave that man alone!”

			“Lady Pira,” Tillisar spoke up at this time. She pointed towards the chair her Ladyship had been formerly occupying

			The high-backed chair was still in place near the centre of the slightly raised podium. Much to everyone’s horror and chagrin, a knife presently stuck out of the backboard, almost as though the weapon had always been a permanent fixture of the piece of furniture.

			Pira Laninval blinked a couple of times. She slowly stepped across to the item of furniture and closely inspected the near-assassination sight.

			“Lady Pira!” Tillisar called, likewise moving across to the chair. “Do not touch that weapon!”

			Pira Laninval turned to stare down at the elderly man. “Why would you do such a thing?”

			The old man continued to gaze up at her, his face still sporting a broad grin. Hock moved across, striking the man across the head. “Her Ladyship has asked you a question!”

			“Hock!” Pira Laninval admonished her bodyguard. “Leave that man alone!”

			The Dearnian guard bowed at her, though he remained near the would-be assassin, one hand always resting on his sword. Soldiers also stood nearby, some of them had their swords drawn and were egger to use these bladed weapons.

			“You did not answer my original question, sir,” Lady Pira spoke once more to the killer.

			He continued to remain silent while poised on the floor. Finally, an almost cheerful looking smile spread like a disease of the skin across his aged face: “Your father sends his best wishes to you, my Lady.”

			The hall was deathly silent. The members of the military and the civilians present remained quite motionless, all eyes downcast towards the hired killer. At no stage did the elderly man attempt to remove himself from his position on the floor.

			“I, honestly, believe my father to be dead,” Pira Laninval informed the man who would have so readily taken her life.

			On hearing her announcement, a brief expression of shock and dismay swept across the assassin’s face. In a bare instant the look was gone from his features. “How do you know that to be the truth?” he inquired, urbanely.

			“It is a feeling I have.”

			The elderly man chuckled. “You know nothing, you foolish girl.”

			The remark earned him yet another strike to the head from the nearby Dearnian guard.

			“Hock!” Lady Pira called down to the blond youth. She gave a great sigh. “I believe I asked you not to do that.”

			Hock stepped away from the killer to move closer to the lone figure on the podium.

			“Please forgive me, my Lady,” he pleaded.

			This mistake immediately led to a far greater tragedy. At once, the aged man leapt to his feet, another dagger appearing in his left hand as if by some force of magic. He cast back this hand, his aim towards the stunned girl on the platform no great distance away. Most of the soldiers milling around him were overcome by surprise and watched the incident unfold without so much as raising a hand to prevent the second attempt.

			A knife sailed across the hall at great speed, the blade sinking deep into its intended objective. Everyone remained silent, their eyes closely watching death occur right before them in the meeting hall. The old man continued his observation of Pira Laninval, almost as if he cared not for any further outcome over his recent murderous actions. He smiled once then toppled to the floor.

			Stepping from the podium and across to the body, Tillisar removed her dagger, wiped the blade clean on some as yet unsoiled part of the killer’s clothing then moved back towards the podium to reclaim her former position. She watched in her standard, unemotional fashion as the corpse was dutifully removed from sight by a couple of the less squeamish members of the military.

			“Tillisar,” Pira Laninval finally spoke up.

			The Dearnian girl turned to gaze up at her. “My Lady?”

			“Thank you. You saved my life - twice in one morning.”

			“You are welcome.”

			Personally, Tillisar wondered what all the fuss was about. In her mind, the presently deceased assassin’s motives and movements were completely transparent. He had been waiting since his first unsuccessful attack for a brief lull in activity to launch yet another assault on her Ladyship’s life. Tillisar had just been equally patient in waiting for the elderly man to finally get around to performing his second attack on the reigning monarch of Porra.

			Two of the soldiers removed the chair, along with the evidence of the killer’s initial attempt on Lady Pira’s life. Not only was the fouled item of furniture a grim reminder of the attack, but some liquid about the knife indicated the blade had been poisoned.

			“I want everyone to leave!” Pira Laninval announced, through a shaking voice. “This assembly is over!”

			Some of the local people still waiting for an audience with her Ladyship were bitterly disappointed by the unexpected cessation of the meeting. However, most of them fully understood the girl’s reluctance to continue on with current proceedings. Silently, they all bowed in Pira Laninval’s direction before slowly filing from the spacious hall.

			***

			Lieutenant Colonel Inlo Ricc’s mood this late morning could only be best described as an all-consuming fury. Right now, the senior officer stood on a hastily erected rostrum, glaring out across the foreword courtyard of Xerous castle. Virtually every single member of the castle’s garrison was present to hear her words on a certain recent event. About four hundred uniformed men and women, officers and enlisted personnel, stood straight-backed, eyes directed at the tall, thin girl who had so miraculously attained such an exalted rank in a very short a period of time. What the collective of military representatives really wanted to do above all else was run away en masse and hide.

			Inlo Ricc finally spoke: “I have fought alongside Lord Bourke and many other people, both military and civilian who could only be called heroic! Many of these courageous, some would say, ‘great’ individuals spilled their precious blood on this very ground to prevent the evil forces of Jom Azzer from annihilating the population and taking control of this nation! And I tell you this without fear of contradiction; never before I have I felt what I am feeling now! And do you wish to know my emotions at this time?”

			No one dared provide the senior officer with an answer.

			“Shame!” the officer exclaimed, her tones ringing across the heavily occupied courtyard. “Have any of you people present any idea what would have occurred if the Lady Pira had perished on our watch? We, as an army, have but one duty and that, in case you all may have forgotten, is to protect the peoples of Porra - and this objective especially applies to Lady Pira!” She fell momentarily mute before launching into yet another verbal assault on her own troops: “I feel nothing but abject shame and disgust at every last person present here today! Because somehow, some way, a man managed to get into the castle and then into the meeting hall while armed with not one, but two poisoned knives! This is an outrage!”

			The soldiers and officers were red-faced in humiliation. Many of them had been on active duty at the time. Also, most of the people present for the lieutenant colonel’s diatribe were astonished that a skinny girl possessed such a remarkable voice. Any drill sergeant in the entire armed forces would have been proud to own such a remonstrative voice. It was a voice that could easily cause the clouds high overhead to plummet from the skies and crash into the half-frozen ground below.

			“From this day on,” Inlo Ricc continued, eyes still wide and voice still raging, “everyone… and I do mean each and every last one of you, is to perform your duties far beyond what is expected! And as for today’s grossly deficient efforts, every officer who was on duty will be reprimanded in the daily reports! All enlisted men and women who were supposedly covering the entry points into this castle and the hall are likewise to be placed on report!” She paused ever to finally catch her breath. “All leave is cancelled until further notice! Duty rosters are to be increased for all personnel! Mail liberties are restricted to members of your immediate family!” She looked around her slightly elevated position to view a sea of greatly disappointed faces. She did not care one iota for their injured sensibilities or hurt feelings. “And finally, the officer of the watch is to be immediately demoted one full rank! And if anyone has any views on these measures as being harsh! I do not care!” She took in a deep breath for one finally blast. “Company dismissed! Get from my sight at once!”

			The entire garrison seemingly vanished from the forecourt in all the time it took for Lieutenant Colonel Inlo Ricc to draw another breath. Once done with her less than tasteful chore, she turned from the dais and left the area. She had other duties to perform today and many of these tasks would not be pleasant.

			***

			The office was, unfortunately, still cluttered with piles of noxious paperwork. The accursed items were still to be found all over the desk, on top of filing cabinets and any other items of furniture, as well as stacked in large piles across the floor. Lieutenant Colonel Inlo Ricc was beginning to rue the very day she was promoted to commander by Lord Bourke and then given yet another promotion by Colonel Ferran Cintras. She perfectly well understood and accepted the reasoning behind their decisions at the time. Basically, both had needed someone they could trust to watch their proverbial backs during recent unpleasant tidings, including the often spoken-of siege. A mere ensign within the Royal Armed Forces was not required to read and sign literally hundreds of reports and other such documents each and every misbegotten day. However, when Inlo Ricc entered her cluttered office, the most surprising aspect to be found there was the presence of Lady Pira, along with her two Dearnian guards. Her Ladyship was standing near the desk, gazing down at the wretched piles of paperwork, a mild smirk on her delicate features. Both Hock and Tillisar were standing posted near the door. These blonde, blue-eyed people silently observed the officer enter the room, but refrained from comment. The lieutenant colonel silently wondered as to the reason behind her assistant not having mentioned these guests to her.

			“My Lady,” Inlo Ricc murmured, performing the customary bow as an open display of respect. Once done with this formality, the tall girl stepped around the desk to take her seat. “Was there something I can do for you?”

			“May I sit down?” Pira Laninval politely inquired, indicating the chair opposite the other woman.

			“By all means, Lady Pira,” the officer stated. “After all; it is your chair. As is everything else in the country.”

			There had been no malice involved in these words, though it caused the short, dark- haired woman to pause and stare across at the ultimate military leader of the nation. She sat in the ‘guest’ chair, a light smile still on her face. “I may be talking out of place…”

			“Certainly not,” Inlo Ricc interjected, staring across at her. “Once again; your country, your rules.”

			Hock took a step forward. “Ma’am, is there a problem?” he demanded, blue eyes taking on a fearsome expression.

			Ever so calmly, the officer picked up a small bell on her desk. She gave the seemingly musical item a quick flicker then placed it back onto the desk amongst all the stacks of paper sheets. A brief moment later, the door opened as a young soldier stepped into the room. “You rang, Lieutenant Colonel?”? he inquired.

			“Ah, yes,” Inlo Ricc responded, sitting back in her seat. “Hock was just leaving. Please escort him out.”

			The soldier stepped to one side of the open doorway. His expression was one of determination. Although the Dearnian guards in general were distrusted by the members of the military, they were also held in high regard - and no minor measure of fear. If the enlisted man felt such fear then he certainly did not allow these emotions to stand in the way of performing his duty.

			Hock stared across at the commanding officer almost as if daring her to rescind her last order. She stared back at the short, stocky Dearnian guard without batting an eyelid. Pira Laninval remained in her chair, both brown eyes wide in shock over the recent development. To the best of her knowledge, the lieutenant colonel had always held a good working relationship with the Dearnian guards, all of them. Apparently, such a personal trait had changed.

			Tillisar remained at her post, her features quite neutral. Obviously, she intended to remain where she was and not give her male counterpart the slightest assistance. In her view Hock should not have spoken out to the officer, as none of these proceedings were any of his concern. Both he and his big mouth only had themselves to blame for being so unceremoniously turfed out by the officer.

			Hock abruptly turned and fled the office, his face just a touch crimson over having been so easily bested by some thin, gawky-looking girl posing as an upper-echelon officer.

			The staff soldier bowed towards the women seated at the desk then left the area. He dutifully closed the door behind him, leaving the three women by themselves.

			Pira Laninval turned to look at the officer. “Umm… he should not have said that.”

			“No. He should not have,” Inlo Ricc responded, directing her view across at her guest. She fell silent. Obviously, her Ladyship was present here for some important reason. The officer fully realised the actual reason was going to annoy her no end, so she decided to allow the other woman to speak next and get the matter out of the way.

			“I heard what you said to your troops, Lieutenant Colonel,” Pira Laninval began. “In fact, I imagine many of the people down in Xerous City have taken to hiding under their beds through fear of an approaching storm.”

			Inlo Ricc remained silent.

			Lady Pira continued: “I was just wondering if you were not a touch harsh with them just now. After all, most of those soldiers had nothing to do with the unfortunate events that occurred in the meeting hall.”

			Inlo Ricc continued to remain silent.

			“I was also wondering, if for the sake of morale within the castle garrison, if you might be kind and understanding and rescind some of your earlier punishments?”

			Inlo Ricc decided to speak on the matter: “May I make a couple of comments, your Ladyship?”

			“Please do so,” Pira Laninval replied, nodding her head.

			“I feel you are a good, decent person. You stood with us against your very own father during the siege, saved his Lordship’s life on one occasion and spent a great deal of your time tending to the wounded. That in itself gives you a great kudos in my mind. Even the general troops admire you.” She leaned forward in her seat. “But, I run the army, Lady Pira. What occurred here this morning was nothing short of a disgrace and could have easily been the end of you! My punitive measures will stand. Those soldiers and officers serving under me need to learn that their assignments and associated duties are paramount for the safety and survival of us all.”

			Pira Laninval paused to mentally digest this information. “I never asked one important fact from you during all the time I have known you?”

			“And what is it, my Lady?”

			“Do
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