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        THE FORT

        CITY OF TARA

        NORTHWIND

        PREFECTURE III

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        24 NOVEMBER 3132

      

      

      Tara Campbell, Countess of Northwind and Prefect of Prefecture III, stood alone in the Hall of Warriors in the Fort of the Northwind Highlanders. The day’s meeting was done, and the chamber was empty. No grave and serious warriors watched her from their places on benches of timeworn, polished oak, looking out across data terminals and communications arrays whose bright screens and metallic reflections gave an incongruous touch of workaday modernity to the stark and ancient chamber.

      The room’s only illumination came from units built into the walls and ceiling—at this time of day, with the chamber mostly deserted, they put forth only a dim and murky light. Outside the Hall of Warriors, Tara knew that the vast stone bulk of the Fort would still be touched and warmed by the last rays of the sun as it set behind the Rockspire Mountains, painting the sky above Northwind’s capital city with vivid streaks of red and orange.

      Away to the northern part of the Fort complex lay the New Barracks—a commonplace term for the collection of sprawling stone buildings that had housed the main elements of the Northwind Highlanders ever since they had ceased to be a far-flung mercenary force and had come home to defend their own planet instead. The main armory and the training simulators were also located in the New Barracks, as were a set of living quarters provided as a matter of regimental courtesy to the Prefect whenever they were resident on Northwind. Only a few months ago, those quarters would have been offered to Katana Tormark, but Duchess Tormark had broken her oath to the Republic of the Sphere, and openly declared for House Kurita and the Dragon’s Fury.

      And to think I led the cheering when they first made that woman Prefect, Tara thought bitterly. When my name was mentioned, I said I lacked the experience and the seasoning for the job, and told them to choose Katana Tormark instead.

      She had everything that was needed—the Academy training, the administrative experience, the impressive battlefield record—everything, it turned out, except loyalty. Now she’s gone and I’m standing here in her place, and everything I said about myself, that compared to Duchess Tormark I was young and untested and green, is as true now as it was before.

      But I, at least, am loyal.

      She turned away from the speaker’s platform and walked across the floor to the shallow stone steps that led upward to the double doors at the far end of the empty hall. The corridor outside the Hall of Warriors was likewise empty, though of more modern construction and considerably better lit.

      “Working late, ma’am?”

      The voice of the security guard stationed outside the chamber startled her. I’m getting jumpy. “Yes, I was,” she said. “But I’m done for the night.”

      “Will you be wanting an escort to your quarters?”

      “Thanks, no,” she replied. The walk to the Barracks wasn’t long and passed through the heart of the Fort complex. “See that all stays secure.”

      “Aye. Good night, ma’am.”

      Tara was aware of the echoes of her own footsteps as she walked down the corridor toward the elevator on the north rotunda. The rotunda was dark, and the elevator was a glass-enclosed booth that scooted down the wall into the lower lobby. She found this out of place and disturbing for some reason—her mind kept telling her that this elevator belonged in the Senate Chambers on Terra, rather than here on Northwind. She quieted her mind and entered the elevator.

      The door shut behind her. The elevator began to descend.

      The lights everywhere were dim. Outside the walls it would be full night by now, and the entire building was deserted. That too, she thought, was wrong. The Fort was never completely empty. It was above all else a military installation, with troopers standing guard and officers on watch night and day. She told her mind to stop picking at insignificant details and rode the elevator down.

      As she descended into the dark, a shadow moved below her—a shadow in human form. Tara looked again. The person down there is a woman, she thought. And she moves—she moves like⁠—

      The elevator reached the bottom of its transit just as the shadow-woman moved forward. Tara gasped, but managed to maintain her composure.

      “Katana!” she said.

      “Yes,” the other woman said. “I’ve come back. For you.”

      “I knew you were loyal,” Tara said. “But why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because—” two swords whispered from their sheaths, “—facing you in a ’Mech wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying as slicing you to pieces hand to hand.”

      Tara fell backward, avoiding the twin blows that slashed through the air where she had been standing, rolled to her feet, and feinted right. A katana—the long sword of the samurai—was nothing to take on barehanded. But she didn’t have a choice; the lobby of the Senate Chamber wasn’t the sort of area that was full of the makings of improvised weapons.

      “This is going to be fun,” Katana said.

      Her right-hand blade made a whistling sound as she spun it forward and down toward where Tara had moved. The second blade came in from the side, waist-high.

      Tara retreated again, spinning to let the whirling steel miss her. “Katana!” she said again. “What are you doing here? And why⁠—”

      She leaped again. The last attack had come too close, slicing the cloth above her chest.

      “You lured me here.”

      “No, it was me.” The voice came from behind them. A man’s voice. The security guard. How did he get here? Tara wondered, in the instant before Katana brought both her blades across the space Tara had been occupying.

      But instead of feeling steel bite through flesh, the Duchess found herself facing a guard with a drawn handgun.

      “What have you done with Tara Campbell?” he asked.

      The light was dim and getting dimmer. And Tara was⁠—

      —awake and tangled in the sheets of her bed in the barracks, with early-morning sunlight hitting her in the face. She lay still for a few minutes, waiting for the adrenaline rush from the nightmare to subside. Finally, she gave up on trying to relax and rose to a sitting position.

      “Never mind trying to catch a few more minutes of sleep,” she said. “I’m going to go over to the armory, and I’m going to fight something in a simulator that knows it’s a simulator, and that I know is a simulator, and I’m going to fight it until it’s dead.”

      She got out of bed and dressed hastily in a plain set of uniform fatigues. After a brief moment’s consideration, she pulled a dark fleece changing robe out of her closet and added it to the zippered bag that held her MechWarrior’s neurohelmet and cooling vest. Fighting in a simulator was almost as hot and sticky a job as fighting in a real ’Mech—the training wouldn’t be any good if that weren’t the case—and she didn’t want to risk taking a chill when she left the simulator for the colder air outside.

      The main floor of the armory was all but deserted when she entered. She exchanged salutes with the sergeant on duty at the front desk, said, “If anybody needs me in the next hour or so, I’m going to be training in the ’Mech simulator,” and within minutes was exorcising the last vestiges of her nightmare in a scenario featuring a single Hatchetman ’Mech against two tanks, a hovercraft, and a full platoon of armored infantry.

      She reduced both tanks and the hovercraft to smoking rubble within the first fifteen minutes, but the infantry proved more recalcitrant, harassing her ’Mech with rifle fire and grenades in an attempt to distract her from a fire team with a laser cannon that was maneuvering for position. The simulated game of high-firepower tag that resulted went on for almost half an hour and had not yet reached a conclusion when the communications rig inside the simulator buzzed and crackled.

      “—Colonel Michael Griffin—” it said between bursts of static.

      The outside sound pickup wasn’t as good as it would have been in a real ’Mech; the audio portion in a simulation came over the internal system, and the simulator’s designers had paid more attention to blocking out external noise than they did to admitting it.

      “—important news.”
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        RED LEDGE PASS

        BLOODSTONE RANGE OF THE ROCKSPIRE MOUNTAINS

        NORTHWIND

        24 NOVEMBER 3132

      

      

      Will Elliot whistled under his breath as he headed down the snow-covered Red Ledge Pass. The party of well-heeled bankers and industrialists he’d been guiding through the backcountry for the past two weeks had climbed aboard their chartered VTOL craft and headed home to their offices and factories on Northwind’s equatorial continent. He was free and on his own, at least until he reached the trailhead and the offices of Rockhawk Wilderness Tours.

      The tourists had offered him a ride in the VTOL, but that would have meant flying with them into Tara and taking ground transportation back out again. Add in all the time he’d have needed to spend waiting for connections, and hiking was actually faster, even on snowshoes in midwinter.

      Besides, Will liked mountains, whatever the season, and he didn’t like cities. Today was a fine bright day, the sky a pure blue so intense it almost hurt the eyes, and the snow beneath it a glittering, purple-shadowed white. The air was cold and resin-scented, and Will thought that if it had been any cleaner it would have squeaked when he breathed it.

      The trail emerged from the trees and looped around a jumble of boulders mottled with the dark red and green of the hematite and magnetite ores that gave the Bloodstone Range its name. From this point Will had a good view of the Red Ledge road, a strip of macadam barely wide enough for two regular vehicles or one ForestryMech, winding along snakelike at the bottom of the narrow defile. The pewter blue waters of Killie Burn, too swift-moving to freeze over, ran beside the road.

      His view didn’t last long; the trail led around the rocky outcrop and back into the shelter of the forest. Will continued to follow the sometimes obscure signs and blazes for the next three hours, coming to the trailhead by late afternoon.

      Rockhawk Wilderness Tours occupied a rustic log building near the paved lot where trail hikers parked their vehicles. Will’s old BannsonBuilt truck was still where he’d left it two weeks ago; he paused long enough to shuck off his backpack and heave it into the rear of the vehicle, and his snowshoes after it, before continuing across the lot to the office. He’d stop in long enough to collect his pay for the tour just completed, maybe have a cup of coffee that hadn’t been boiled to death over a campfire; then he’d drive home.

      The front room of the office felt hot and stuffy by comparison with the cold air of the trail. The young woman who did Rockhawk’s filing and computer work looked up as he came in.

      “Old Angus wants to see you,” she said, nodding toward the inner office. “In there.”

      Will stuffed his knit cap and insulated gloves into the cargo pockets of his parka and hung it up on one of the wooden pegs that lined the office wall. “Did he say what for?”

      “Not to me,” she said. “Robbie was in here bitching again earlier, though.”

      Robbie Macallan was Rockhawk’s other full-time guide. He was also the boss’s son, which he fancied gave him a license to complain about minor inconveniences.

      “Good thing I missed him, then,” Will said, and passed on through to the inner office.

      Angus Macallan had started Rockhawk Wilderness Tours in 3093 with himself as owner, office clerk, and sole employee. His first stroke of good fortune, securing work with a fishing-mad scion of House Kurita who wanted to try his luck with Northwind’s mountain finnies, had been the start of an expanding network of regular off-world clients.

      Advancing age had taken Angus off the trails, forcing him to leave the heavy work to Robbie and Will, but he still had the rugged frame of the outdoorsman he had been. He was standing at the double-glazed office window, looking out at the snow beneath the trees, a tired expression on his weathered features.

      Robbie must really have given him an earful about something, Will thought.

      “Are the boys from Halidon safely off?” Angus asked.

      “Aye,” Will said. “Smiling and happy, the lot of them, and wanting to come back in spring for the pebblefish.”

      “That’s good.” Angus left the window and went back over to his desk. “Sit down, Will.”

      Will complied. Old Angus had something on his mind, that was clear—there was nothing for it but to listen until he’d talked himself out. Just the same, Angus’s next words confused him.

      “You know the trouble they’ve been having with the HPG network.”

      “I’ve heard about it,” Will said. “Mum’s unhappy that she’s missing the last episodes of For Clan and Honor.”

      “Yes. Well.” Angus traced a pattern with his forefinger on the wooden desktop. “If the network never comes back up…we have to make plans for that, you understand.”

      So that’s what Robbie was going on about, Will thought, but didn’t say. No good, after all, ever came of criticizing a man’s son to his face.

      “I understand,” he said. “Some things will have to change.”

      Angus looked relieved. “I’m glad you see it that way, because without the network, we’re going to lose most of our off-world bookings. Oh, a few of the regulars may still come back, but when it takes sending mail by ship to make all the arrangements, how many new clients do you think we’ll be seeing?”

      “There’s always more clients like today’s. Right here on Northwind.”

      “And thank God for them,” Angus said. “They’ll keep us from going under, if we’re careful …but we’re going to have to be very careful.”

      “Aye.” Will kept his voice incurious and noncommittal. Whatever bad news Old Angus was working himself up to deliver, he’d get there in his own good time, and hurrying him wouldn’t make it any better.

      Angus sighed heavily. “We can’t afford to keep on going with two guides, Will, and that’s the long and the short of it. Not with the off-worlders mostly gone and not coming back. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.”

      “So I’m to go, and Robbie’s to stay.”

      “It’s nothing against you. It’s just that with the times the way they are...”

      “I know.” Robbie was a whinging bastard, that’s what he was, but he wasn’t bad enough at his work that Old Angus would let him go and keep someone who wasn’t family. “You’ll put in a good word for me if I need one?”

      “You can count on it.” Angus looked a great deal happier now that he’d shifted his burden of bad news onto someone else’s back.

      “Thanks,” Will said. He stood up. “I just need to get my money for this time, then, and I’ll be gone.”

      “Sheila has it ready for you,” Angus said. “The same as always.”

      “Aye,” said Will, “the same as always.”

      He went back into the outer office without bothering to close the door gently behind him. “Old Angus says you have my pay,” he said to Sheila.

      She pulled a long brown envelope out of the paperwork rack next to her computer and handed it to him.

      “It’s all yours. What did the old man want?”

      “To see the back of me, as it turns out,” Will said. The envelope turned out to hold more than he’d anticipated; Angus had thrown in a good-performance bonus. Conscience money, Will supposed. Well, he’d take it. “There’s only enough work these days for one guide, and my last name isn’t Macallan.”

      “That isn’t fair.”

      “Nobody’s pretending it is.” He put on his parka and slipped the brown envelope into an inner pocket before sealing up the front. “Take my advice and marry Robbie,” he said. “That way you’ll be safe if Old Angus starts worrying there won’t be enough business left to pay the office help.”
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        THE NEW BARRACKS

        TARA

        NORTHWIND

        24 NOVEMBER 3132

      

      

      Tara Campbell exited the ’Mech simulator as rapidly as possible, stripping out of the bulky cooling vest almost before her feet hit the floor of the armory.

      She was glad she’d had the foresight to bring the plain dark changing robe with her. If the news Colonel Michael Griffin brought was important enough to drag the Prefect of Prefecture III out of a training simulation, then she didn’t have time to go back to the locker room and change—and she didn’t care to hold an emergency conference with the man while wearing only a snug pair of trousers and an undershirt gone nearly transparent with perspiration. Such an encounter would lack dignity, and a Prefect whom everybody—including the Prefect herself—suspected of being too young for such a high position needed all the dignity she could scrape together.

      She pulled on the robe and belted it tight around her waist, then hurried across the polished floor of the armory to meet Colonel Griffin. She would have preferred the chance to shower first, because even in a simulator a MechWarrior inevitably worked up a heavy sweat. But the officer had said that his news was urgent, and she wanted to make it clear to everyone that she took such messages seriously. Filling Duchess Katana Tormark’s elegant samurai shoes was going to be hard enough without alienating the very people who were supposed to be helping her do the job.

      Colonel Griffin was a lean man with close-trimmed light brown hair and a brushy but well-maintained mustache. His uniform was fresh and crisply pressed, and the medals on the breast of his tunic spoke of an eminently respectable though not flamboyant service career. In the yellow sunlight that slanted down from the windows high under the armory’s vaulted ceiling, he could have passed for an artist’s depiction of old-style military spit and polish. Seeing him, Tara felt even more conscious than before of her own sweat-flattened hair and informal garb.

      She put her chin up. She was a MechWarrior and a Campbell of Northwind, whatever she was wearing, and no mere Colonel of infantry was going to stare her out of countenance—though she suspected it was not Griffin’s position as a field commander that had brought him to the armory this morning, but his secondary assignment as the officer in charge of the Regiment’s intelligence network here on Northwind.

      “Colonel Griffin,” she said, giving him her most practiced gracious smile. A precocious childhood as the diplomatic community’s poster darling, she reflected, had its occasional uses even in her current position. When she absolutely had to, she could charm almost anybody. “I’m afraid the simulator isn’t very good about picking up external voices—you said something about important news?”

      “There’s a DropShip coming into the spaceport in a few days,” Colonel Griffin said. “They sent word ahead. They’ve got a Paladin on board, coming to help us out here on Northwind.”

      Tara felt her smile turn cynical, and couldn’t help feeling a twinge of regret at her own reaction. There had been a time when word of a Paladin’s imminent arrival would have caused her to feel a surge of anticipation that was almost hero worship, even though the newcomer’s identity remained as yet unknown. But that was before Katana’s betrayal had left her with the responsibility for keeping peace and good order in Prefecture III—under the current circumstances, such a gift from the Exarch, coming unasked-for as it did, was likely to prove a double-edged sword.

      “‘Just one Paladin?’” she said, quoting the age-old joke.

      “‘Just one planet,’” Griffin said, finishing it.

      She relaxed a little; the Colonel apparently shared her decidedly mixed feelings on the subject of unanticipated aid from that quarter. “I don’t suppose the Exarch and the Senate have bothered to let us know exactly what problems this Paladin is supposed to be helping us out with.”

      If the problem that had caused Exarch Damien Redburn to send a Paladin to Northwind turned out to be only Katana Tormark’s unanticipated defection to the Dragon’s Fury, Tara decided she was going to be more than a little angry. Redburn might as well have pinned a sign on the new Prefect’s back saying KICK ME —I’M INEXPERIENCED! Any help a Paladin might give to Northwind in the immediate future would be paid for with years of diminished credibility for Prefect Tara Campbell afterward.

      “Nothing official has come in so far,” Colonel Griffin said. “I expect the Paladin is carrying his instructions with him, and plans to brief us all upon his arrival.”

      “I’ll just bet he does,” Tara said.

      She caught a strand of her hair between her fingers and twisted it thoughtfully. She’d picked up the habit as a child, when her wavy auburn locks had made her a poster photographers’ darling, and the nervous gesture had survived into her angry adolescence, when she had cropped her hair rebelliously short and dyed it platinum blond. Now, in her adulthood, she still had short, spiky blond hair—and in periods of stress, she still played with it while she thought. “You said nothing official has come in.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Unofficially…what do our own intelligence people think is going on?”

      “Based on rumors we’ve heard about trouble brewing on Towne,” Griffin said, “and considering our own recent clashes with supporters of the Dragon’s Fury on Addicks, our people think the Exarch is worried that somebody is going to make a try for Terra by going through Northwind.”

      “Considering those of us who actually live here have been worried about the same thing ever since this business started,” Tara said, “that’s no surprise.”

      She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to send out her irritation and paranoia along with it. Damn the fanatics, whoever they were, who had wrecked the HPG network and crippled The Republic of the Sphere; damn Katana for abandoning The Republic in favor of allegiance to a faction that Devlin Stone’s years of labor were supposed to have made obsolete; and while she was at it, damn the Senate and Damien Redburn for saddling her with this ambiguous gift.

      After a moment, her anger faded, and she went on. “All right. We’ll assume—for public consumption, at least—that the Senate and the Exarch have recognized Northwind’s special position as part of Terra’s first line of defense, and that the presence of this Paladin signifies a recognition on Terra’s part of Northwind’s importance.”

      Colonel Griffin looked curious. “Do you really believe all that?”

      “Not particularly,” she said. “Which is why I want our people to keep working on it. If they’ve got any ideas about which factions constitute potential threats—other than ‘every single one of them, because they’ve all gone crazy’—I want to have the reports waiting on my desk by the time the Paladin makes landfall.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Colonel Griffin said.

      “Good.” She pulled on her hair again, thinking hard. “Another thing. First impressions are important. The governor is undoubtedly going to have an official meet-and-greet for our illustrious visitor; but the Northwind Highlanders need to have their own official reception for him as well, just to make sure everybody understands that—Paladin or no Paladin—the Regiment is the host on this planet, and he’s the guest.”

      “An excellent idea.”

      “I didn’t spend my formative years tagging along after a couple of diplomats without learning something from the experience,” she said. “For the reception, we’ll need to pull together a theme that emphasizes Northwind’s local traditions and autonomy on the one hand and our loyalty to The Republic of the Sphere on the other.”

      “I have an idea or two about that,” Griffin admitted.

      “Good,” she said. “Then you have the whole job. I’d probably have asked for you anyway, because I want somebody from local intelligence in on the planning—you and I both know that the security aspects of this affair are going to be hellish.”
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        ELLIOT RESIDENCE

        VILLAGE OF LIDDISDALE

        NORTHWIND

        24 NOVEMBER 3132

      

      

      Night had fallen by the time Will Elliot reached his mother’s house in Liddisdale. Most of the shops clustered around the town’s central green had already closed, except for the fuel station and the all-night pharmacy, and the streetlights had come on.

      He parked the BannsonBuilt in the cottage’s attached garage next to his mother’s electric runabout, stowed his parka and boots in the mud room between the garage and the house proper, and went inside.

      The kitchen smelled of pot roast and fresh bread, and the lingering spiciness of baked fruit. His mother had made a berry tart earlier; he saw it on the counter by the stove.

      Jean Elliot came bustling into the kitchen and enveloped her son in a warm hug. “It’s good to see you home, Will.”

      “It’s good to be home. You didn’t have to hold up supper on my account.”

      “I wouldn’t have cooked such a big meal if I didn’t plan on sharing it with you,” she said. She stepped back and gave him a gentle push. “Go clean yourself up while I get the table ready.”
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      Half an hour later, scrubbed clean of mud and wood smoke and dressed in fresh clothes, Will joined his mother in the dining room. She’d brought out the good plates and the good table linen and her wedding silver, causing him to wonder for an instant if today was some special occasion whose significance he had forgotten. Then he remembered how, when his sisters were home, his mother had always liked to make at least one day a week a proper sit-down dinner—“for the sake of civilizing the heathens,” as she had put it—and he decided she must be feeling nostalgic.

      For the first several minutes, he said nothing, only ate hungrily to make up for all the self-heating dehydrated rations he’d had to consume for breakfast, lunch, and dinner while out on the trail. Finally they reached dessert, and he was slowing down enough to say, as he took a slice of the berry tart, “I had a talk with Old Angus today.”

      “Ah,” said his mother, looking unsurprised. “I thought you might have something on your mind.”

      “He’s worried about the HPG network still not coming on-line. Doesn’t know how the guiding business is going to do if his off-worlders can’t get in touch and don’t come back.”

      “Angus Macallan’s nobody’s fool. Bridie Casimir, down at the grocery, said a DropShip came into Tara this morning with news that there’s been more fighting—on Addicks this time. People aren’t going to be planning expensive vacations on foreign worlds as long as things like that are going on.”

      Will took a forkful of tart. The flaky crust fragmented into little pieces under the pressure, and the tines of his fork clattered against the china beneath. He looked down at his hand for a moment. A splash of purple berry juice stained the white tablecloth by his plate.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I’ll wash it later.”

      His mother waved the offer away. “No matter. What did Old Angus say to you that’s upset you so?”

      “He’s worried, like I said. Planning for the future. And he doesn’t think the business is going to be able to afford two guides for much longer.”

      “So he’s letting you go?”

      “Aye.”

      “The stingy old bastard.” Will had never heard his mother use bad language before; he was too startled by it now to say anything. “And to think I almost married him, back in ’04.”

      He finally found his voice again. “Maybe you should have. He’s kept Robbie.”

      “Hold your tongue. Angus Macallan could never hold a candle to your father, God rest him.” She straightened her shoulders and drew a deep breath. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do next?”

      Will nodded. The house itself was paid for, and a small annuity came in every month from his father’s pension, but Rockhawk Wilderness Tours had made the difference between comfort and genteel poverty for both of them ever since his father, John, had died. “I have my money for the last two weeks, and a bit of a good-bye payment to sweeten it. With what we have put by, that should give us a little time.”

      “You’re a fine outdoorsman,” she said. “It won’t take long to find someone else who’ll take you on.”

      “I don’t think so.” Driving home in the growing dark, he’d had plenty of time to think things over and come to an unhappy conclusion. “Old Angus is one of the best, and if he’s feeling the pinch, then everyone else is feeling it twice as hard.” He poked at the remains of his tart with his fork. “There isn’t going to be any work here, not if the whole region’s sliding. The best I could hope for is a job in the lumber mill down by Harlaugh, and that pays less than half what I was getting from Old Angus. I’m going to have to go away.”

      “I was afraid you’d want to do something like that.”

      “I don’t want to,” he said. He’d known she wouldn’t be enthusiastic about losing him; both his older sisters had married and moved off some years before, one to a long-distance transport driver who worked out of Kildare on the other side of the Bloodstones, and the other to a mining engineer in Kearny. He was the only child who had remained close to home. “But if I’m going to end up looking for work in Tara anyway, I’d rather do it before every third worker in Liddisdale gets the same idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MULE-CLASS DROPSHIP DARK ROSALEEN

        EN ROUTE TO NORTHWIND

        PREFECTURE III

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        24 NOVEMBER 3132

      

      

      The DropShip Dark Rosaleen was six days into its twelve-day journey from Northwind’s jump point to the planet’s main spaceport. Ezekiel Crow, Paladin of the Sphere, had been a silent presence among the handful of passengers, occupying his cabin—and the minds of the others—in the same uncommunicative but hard to ignore fashion as his great Blade BattleMech occupied its berth in the largest of the vessel’s cargo holds.

      In the Paladin’s case, the silence had a purpose: He had spent the first half of his journey in intensive study, ignoring the company of his fellow passengers for the company of text files and video clips. By now, Crow knew everything The Republic of the Sphere’s diplomatic and intelligence services had seen fit to tell him about the planet Northwind, and about the young and good-looking Prefect who was, arguably, its most famous living citizen.

      He knew, for example, that Northwind was the second planet out from a G2I-type star, with a temperate climate—as climatologists reckoned “temperate,” at any rate, which merely meant that the range of temperatures in most places didn’t often go outside what a properly equipped human body could endure. Of its three continents, the greater part of New Lanark—where the capital was located—and the mineral-rich second continent of Kearny would still be in the grip of winter when he arrived. The third and smallest continent, Halidon, would be in the waning days of its summer dry season.

      Crow shook his head, thinking about it. “Temperance in all things,” he murmured.

      But people had been freezing in the snows and parching in the deserts of temperate worlds all across the Inner Sphere for as long as humanity had been keeping track. Temperance was misleading, and he did not believe in allowing himself to be misled.

      Prefect Tara Campbell, Countess of Northwind, was in many ways an even more disquieting factor than the planet of Northwind itself. The young countess’s family history and her dossier of public service were common knowledge. Crow knew, therefore, of her birth off-planet to Colonel Jon Campbell and Republic Senator Moelene Jaffries-Campbell, and of her childhood stint as the darling of the news and entertainment media in the aftermath of the Capellan Campaign. He also knew of her outstanding record at the Northwind Military Academy, and of her appointment—more or less by acclamation—to the position recently vacated by Katana Tormark.

      The files Crow had been given contained several likenesses of Tara Campbell, all recent pictures from open sources. She was a petite, platinum-haired woman who, at least in her official appearances, bore only a slight resemblance to the precocious auburn-haired moppet whose likeness had won the hearts of so many, back in her poster days. What Crow wished he knew, and what he had been sent to Northwind at least partially in order to find out, was whether the Countess’s delicate appearance was as misleading as the term “temperate” applied to the climate of a habitable world.

      She was undeniably young for the position she held. She had a rash streak in her, as well. One of the tri-vid clips had been particularly disturbing. Crow searched for the file amongst the others in her dossier, found it, and sent it to his cabin’s display unit.

      The air above the unit filled for a moment with static fog, then resolved into the image of a crowded street. A reporter armed with a microphone—and followed, Crow guessed, by a videographer—wove his way through the press and up onto the wide marble steps of a looming piece of governmental architecture. Either by accident or by deliberate timing, the reporter reached the top of the steps just as the Countess of Northwind emerged from within the building.

      The reporter stepped forward and extended the microphone, while at the same time deftly blocking Tara Campbell’s further progress down the steps.

      “Countess!” he said. “What’s your reaction to Kal Radick’s suggestion that The Republic of the Sphere should be supplanted by a new Star League?”

      The reporter’s videographer brought the focus zooming in tightly on Tara Campbell. In the close-up, Ezekiel Crow could see how much the question angered her: The color rose in her fair-skinned face, her blue eyes darkened, and her full lips thinned.

      “The Star League’s time
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