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      What follows is a short story of the events which birthed the Lunar Accords. In a way, Nicholas Stein’s actions this day spur on all that follows in the Accord series novels. Everything that happens, all of his adventures, and Thomas’ as well, stem from one fateful decision that rocks all of humanity to its core.

      There’s a funny little tale behind the scenes of this story, though.

      I wrote my first version of what would become “Accord of Honor” years ago, long before it was published. And I set it aside. My writing skill simply wasn’t up to the task of doing justice to the story I wanted to tell. It wasn’t until 2015 that I finally felt up to doing the rewrite – and it was a true rewrite, starting pretty much from scratch with the basic premise and re-doing the entire novel.

      But I liked the Accord storyline, so I wrote a short story called “Jewels in the Night”, which was published to very little fanfare. It was an early effort, and my storytelling wasn’t as good as it has become. But it was a fun little tale.

      I’ve seen the first two Accord books published now; and at least two more are in the works. I’ve grown as a writer. And I thought it was time to revisit the story of the event where the Accords were born. To do that, I went back to the original text of “Jewels in the Night” – but I threw almost all of it out. If you’ve read it, you might recognize a few lines here and there.

      I feel like this telling does justice to the story. I hope you enjoy it.

    

  


  
    
      I was Captain Nicholas Stein: commander of a US combat space shuttle, veteran of more combats than I wanted to count. And I’d never felt so helpless.

      A small team of Marines and I had been floating in space for hours, like driftwood in an endless night. There was nothing between us and the void but the thin shells of the spacesuits we wore. And nothing about us to differentiate us from any other random bits of space junk orbiting Earth. That was the point, of course.

      We were on radio silence, so I couldn’t even talk with the other men. None of us could share our anger or our pain. All we could do is brood, and watch the distant secondary explosions bloom on the moon’s surface, visible as faint points of brightness even at this distance.

      I glanced down at my wrist. We’d been hanging there in space for three hellish hours. Three hours, and the fires still hadn’t stopped. We’d missed seeing the big blasts, of course. The fission bombs that our target dropped on the small colony had flared to brilliance and then vanished before we were sent up for our ambush. But the fires and secondary explosions were still visible. The place would be burning for a while yet.

      There might even be survivors. I grimaced, thinking about how it must have been for the people living there during the attack. The ones in the domes, on the surface, might have had a moment or two of panic before the impacts. But the nuclear blasts would have destroyed the domes almost instantly. For the people below, the terror would have lasted longer. The tunnels beneath the domes were sturdy and built to take impacts. Mechanical seals would have dropped into place the moment the systems detected air leaks.

      The tunnels hadn’t been designed to withstand bombing, though. There would be cracks, broken seals. Air venting slowly into space. Collapsed ceilings. Those who survived the bombs would be trapped and helpless under all that mess, with the nearest assistance hundreds of thousands of miles away.

      Those were my friends. Some of them were almost family, we’d worked together for so long. And there was nothing at all I could do for any of them. I couldn’t save them.

      “But I can damned well avenge them,” I said. Nobody could hear me, but it felt better saying it aloud anyway. Half intention and half prayer, I hoped that I could fulfill those words.

      The United States had gambled – and lost in the most horrible way. Since discovering there were fissionable materials on the moon for mining, the US had been able to come out well ahead in the war back on Earth. Both China and the US had burned up most of their fissionable material for energy during the early years of the war. Access to a new energy source was essential, and the only moon base belonged to the US. According to intel, China had no ships capable of reaching the moon at all, so little care had been given to defending the moon despite its crucial role. How the Chinese had managed to build the monster they sent up there in secrecy was a mystery, but their attack had been a complete surprise. One last, desperate strike from the losing side.

      The only ship the US Navy had set to guard the lunar colony was the toothless old shuttle I commanded. It had an ancient engine, a crew of two dozen, and no external weapons at all. The ship was useless for defense. I still would have tried – rammed the enemy, if nothing else. But we’d been called away by a fake distress beacon. The Chinese had planned this attack well.

      I caught a flicker of motion and dialed up the resolution on my helmet camera. There she was – the Chinese ship no one had thought existed. She was a beautiful ship, with all the sleek lines of a predator. So obviously built to bring death. Which she had done with callous ease.

      I’d done the math over and over. There’d been no way to coax enough speed out of my decrepit vessel to intercept the aggressor. But their ship had been flying fast, and it had cut around the far side of the moon, using gravity to change its course and return to Earth. With damned near every spy satellite in the US space program tracking the enemy ship, I knew precisely where she was going to show up when she came around again.

      There was only one way to stop them. I had my ship lay a team out like a minefield of space suits, each of us equipped with extended oxygen tanks and thrusters. We used subtle accelerations calculated by suit computers to bring us into a precise intercept. We were just seven more bits of man-made debris in an orbital that had been filled with junk by a century of spaceflight. I was confident we wouldn’t be seen.

      The enemy ship was getting closer. My suit computer received a constant data feed from nearby US satellites, which gave me precise information about the ship’s course. The suit began making small course adjustments again, bringing me directly into the path of the ship with tiny spurts of the thrusters. It looked to me like I’d gotten the math correct. We were right in their path. Ever closer it loomed, still closing fast despite my suit’s attempts to match velocity. This was going to be tight.

      I spotted one of my men between me and the enemy ship. It was the first I’d seen of them for hours, and my first reaction was of relief. I wasn’t sure how many of us would be close enough to intercept when the moment came. My next reaction was alarm. He wasn’t moving fast enough. From my perspective, it looked like I was falling toward the Chinese vessel, and the other man appeared to be below me – falling much faster. For whatever reason, the Marine hadn’t managed to boost his speed enough, and it was too late now. He’d never build up enough speed using the tiny thrusters on his suit – the relative velocity would leave him splattered like a bug on a windshield. I watched with my breath held, hoping he’d be able to jet out of the way. A moment later the Marine’s dark suit broke into fragments against the dull gray hull of the ship. I closed my eyes for a moment.

      There was a reason no one had ever tried a stunt like this before. Accelerate too much, and I’d be spotted. Too little, and I’d splatter against their hull or miss entirely and be burned to a crisp by the ship’s thrust. The window for a successful connection was going to be painfully thin.

      I took over manual control of the suit thrusters, and eased them on.

      Still moving too fast as the ship closed, I jetted myself off to the side a little. Better to get out of the way than to be crushed on impact. As soon as the ship’s nose was past me I turned the thrusters on at maximum, giving them everything they had. I was too close for their radar to pick me up, and more worried about missing the ship entirely. The sense of falling past the ship slowed and almost stopped. I pushed the jets as hard as they would go, angling my way back toward the side of the hull. I reached out, trying to catch hold of anything at all that might stop my decent.

      My fingers latched on to a ladder rung. The thrusters ran out of fuel right as I grabbed on, and I almost lost my grip as the ship continued to accelerate away from me. My shoulder was wrenched by the impact, but I hung on, clinging to the rung with just a few fingers keeping me away from death.

      I slapped the release button and the thruster pack fell away. Then I grabbed on to the ladder with my other hand, and brought my feet in toward the hull. I activated my magnetic boots, and I was as safe as a man could be who was walking on the outside of an enemy spaceship.

      It took a few moments for my breathing and my muscles to relax, and for my body to realize the immediate threat had passed. I concentrated on taking slow, even breaths as I took stock of the situation. My arm hurt, but it wasn’t dislocated. The thruster pack was gone, but I still had my weapon and explosives. So long as I did, the mission wasn’t a bust. But it would be a hell of a lot easier if I could find some of my squad.

      The ladder I clung to was a lucky grab in more ways than one. It led right to a hatch, the outer door of an airlock. I began working my way hand over hand toward the door. If any of my men had landed nearby, they’d head for the same target.

      By the time I made the hatch, one of my men had already reached it ahead of me. Two others were working their way over to join us. Of the others, there was no sign. Maybe we could pick them up after this was all over, assuming their air held out that long, and nothing went wrong. Or maybe they’d been killed by the impact while trying to board, like the man I’d seen.

      Either way, the four of us were all I had to work with for now. It would have to be enough.

      We still needed to keep radio silence. With hand signals, I set two of the Marines on security. They would watch to be sure we weren’t disturbed in case the Chinese had realized we were there. If they came out another hatch, we didn’t want to be taken by surprise.

      Each of us carried two explosive charges. The idea was that even if only one of us had made it, that man could blow the ship’s engines to hell. With so many men alive, I had bigger plans in mind. I was figuring we could take this ship. What we were going to do with it then, I didn’t know. But taking it would be even better than blowing it up.

      I took the charges from the men pulling security and carefully placed two on the outer airlock door. The charges would blast the thing free, vent any pressure inside and send the door spinning clear of the ship. I two a couple of steps back and popped the explosives. The result wasn’t as showy as I expected. I was used to explosions on Earth, where air would carry the shock wave outward. There was just a quick flash and a little pop of air, then the door came loose from the hull and went sailing off into space. We quickly left it behind.

      Not much time now. They would know something was up. I shouldered my rifle and dove down into the airlock, whipping out my own charges as I did. I laid each of them against the inner door with a quick smack. Then I pushed off hard against the door, sending myself spinning out toward the opening. This detonation was going to be more violent, and I didn’t want to be too close.

      As I was jumping clear I pressed the detonator. There was another flash, and this one was accompanied by an immediate rush of air as the ship’s atmosphere vented through the wreckage of the inner door. The torrent caught me and increased my speed, sending me tumbling out of the airlock. I reached for something, anything that I could hold on to, but there was nothing close enough to grab.

      Then a hand reached out and clasped my arm, braking my momentum.

      “Easy sir, I’ve got you,” a voice said over my radio.

      “Thanks,” I said. I was trying to catch my breath again. “I thought I was headed for an involuntary space walk! We can forget about radio silence now.”

      “They know we’re here now, for sure sir,” he replied.

      “You’re Acres, right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good man.” I said. “Glad you made it. Get the others in there, we’re moving.”

      “Aye, sir.” Acres said.

      He rattled off a series of quick orders to the other men, and they dove into the airlock with rifles at the ready. Acres and I followed right behind them. We didn’t have much time before the enemy figured out something was up and responded.

      The hallway inside was a round tube, and it was clear. For now, anyway. Massive doors on either side had sealed the compartment to prevent more air loss. Those were the next obstacles we had to clear, and I was very glad we had so many explosive charges with us.

      Now that the radios were active my suit computer linked up automatically with the men around me, giving me their names and basic vital signs on a heads up display. It was a little jarring at first. I was used to the tactical display of a ship, not this up close and personal sort of work. But I’d make do. The two younger Marines were Lance Corporal Grant and Corporal Olsen. Their names and vital signs were little blinking icons on the inside of my helmet now, burning their way into my memory.

      I could have just ordered my men to do this mission and stayed safely on my ship. I hadn’t done so partly out of guilt over not stopping the disastrous attack on Luna. But also because I had the sense that this was an important moment. This fight, right here, would decide so much of humanity’s future. I had to be here for it.

      “Olsen, Grant – you two have point,” I said. “We need to get to the bridge. Remove that door.”

      They went forward, Olsen covering Grant while he set up a charge to blow the door apart. I moved forward to position myself where I could give them both covering fire if there were hostiles on the other side of the door. If the enemy was going to try to stop us anywhere, that would be it.

      “Acres, you’ve got our rear,” I added. “Don’t let anyone sneak up on us from behind.”

      Olsen pushed himself clear of the door and thumbed his detonator. A raging torrent of air beat at us, driving him back down the tube toward us, but he caught himself expertly on a handhold and stopped his movement. He’d torn the door half out of its housing with the blast. Grant moved up again, sneaking a peek around the edge of the torn metal – and ducked back fast! Olsen slammed his body against the wall of the corridor, and Acres half tackled me as bullets tore overhead through the space where I’d just been standing.

      “Sorry about the manhandling, sir,” Acres said.

      “Thanks, Gunny. Owe you a beer,” I replied, pleasantly surprised at how little my voice was shaking. That had been too close. Acres rolled away from me to the opposite side of the tube. We were both effectively pinned.

      Grant was as stuck in place by the incoming gunfire as the rest of us, but he was hidden behind the ruined wreck of the door. He had good cover, so he wasn’t helpless. With a snap of his wrist, he twisted the front third of his barrel ninety degrees to the left and stuck the bent part around the edge of the steel door. Instantly, the sensors placed in the tip of the barrel gave him a perfect view of the hall ahead.

      I tapped a button on my wrist, and the feed from his gun showed up on the inside of my helmet. The enemy had been working hard. They’d placed a barricade down the hall, and there were suited gunmen tucked in behind it. I couldn’t see how many, but I thought there were at least three of them.

      “Grant, give them something to think about,” I said.

      He flipped a selector with his thumb, and squeezed his trigger three times, shifting the barrel a bit with each shot to cover the entire barricade.

      Each pull of the trigger sent an electrical impulse down into the 10mm grenade launcher mounted under the barrel. Each impulse spat out a fragmentation air-burst grenade down tiny magnetized rails. The grenades didn’t travel as fast as a bullet, but they didn’t need to in a short hallway. The air-burst grenades were programmed to speed through the air above the barricade, looking for all the world like missed shots.

      Until they were directly overhead the enemy. Then they detonated, sending lethal shards of shrapnel in all directions. In that tight space, none of the soldiers crouching there survived with intact suits. The enemy gunfire stopped. Grant looked around the corner with his weapon again. There was no sign of movement ahead. On the far side of the barricade was another door. How many damned doors were we going to have to burn our way through in this tub?

      “All clear,” Grant said. He pushed forward cautiously through the broken door, watching for bits of metal which might catch his own suit. Olsen followed, both men moving to their side of the barricade to cover the far door with their rifles.

      I motioned for Acres to follow them through. Once he was past the ruined door, I started working my way around the twisted and burnt metal. One bad move would be deadly here. I almost got hung up on a sharp bit. It tugged at the fabric of my suit, under my right armpit. For a couple of sweaty moments I wasn’t sure if I could get through safely. But I managed.

      No sooner was I through than the door across from us snapped open. Another hail of rounds came from inside. I dove for cover as my men returned fire.

      “They’re not using grenades - why?” I asked. Where we were, they could light us up the same way we had killed their men a few moments ago.

      “Probably don’t have any,” replied Acres. “Weren’t expecting the Spanish Inquisition!”

      “I’m not Spanish,” I replied with a grim smile. I wasn’t buying that answer, either. The grenade launchers were standard issue to most squads in China as well as the US. Every group of men would have at least one or two of the things for close quarters combat. A better guess was that they were too panicked to think of it. That wouldn’t last.

      “This is taking too long, sir. They’ll blow the computer soon,” Olsen said.

      “I know,” I replied, thinking furiously.

      “We’ll have to fire our grenades and rush ‘em. Can’t afford to get bogged down here.”

      I ducked as one bullet pinged close to my helmet. We were running out of time on more than one clock.

      “We do that, we’ll be ducks in a shooting gallery if the grenades miss anyone,” I said.

      “It’s the best bet, sir,” Acres said.

      “No, got another idea. Pop ‘em with grenades to cover me,” I replied. This was either going to work brilliantly, or fail horribly. And I wasn’t sure which it would be. I fired a pair of grenades down the hall at the Chinese soldiers. Each of the Marines did likewise, the light flash from each explosion odd for its silence. Combat in a vacuum was so different from fighting on Earth. I wondered if I would ever really get used to it.

      While the explosions were still bursting, I was already on the move. I needed to get on this while they were still reeling, before they had time to recover. I grabbed the last demo charges from Acre's belt then dove back through the nightmare of torn metal into the hallway we had just left. Somehow, I managed to both not get shot and not shred my suit. No time to think about how close that had been. The clock was still ticking. I headed back out the airlock into space.

      “Going somewhere, sir?” asked Acres over the radio.

      “Yeah, just keep them busy another minute,” I replied.

      “Aye, sir.”

      I pulled myself out onto the hull of the ship. All around me was the vastness of the universe. This part of space I would never tire of. The depth, the blackness, the way it seemed to stretch out in front of me forever… With an effort, I brought my attention back to the task at hand. Carefully planting each foot, I started walking up the spine of the ship toward the nose.

      I went at a light jog, moving as fast as I could while still maintaining a steady contact with the ship with my mag boots. Inside, my men were fighting for their lives. And the enemy was getting ready to wipe the computers, if not scuttle the ship completely. I had to make this quick. But one slip, and I’d fall off into space. I doubted anyone would be able to recover me in time.

      I reached the nose of the ship. The Chinese design was a lot like an oversized shuttle. It had the deadly look of a military vessel, but it still had the general shape of all the early space shuttles. Which meant the command center was most likely in the nose. And on my fall toward the ship I’d spotted an old and peculiar human foible.

      Back in the early days of the space race, astronauts had insisted on windows to the outside – real transparent panels. Those weren't essential anymore, since ships were built with redundant sensor suites and a flat screen could show the pilot a view of the outside just as clearly as armored glass. But having a transparent view port for the pilot had become something of a tradition in spacecraft.

      And this ship was no exception. I spotted the windows built into the nose of the ship a couple of feet away. I took those last few steps, then lunged forward and slapped both charges down on the clear plates. The two men inside gawked back at me with wide-eyed, slack-jawed expressions, then started waving frantically at each other.

      I waved back.

      Then I stood up and blew the explosives.

      The windows shattered, blasting air out into space from the compartment. I didn’t hesitate – the men inside were suited, and wouldn’t be stunned by the blast for long. I shoved the barrel of my rifle into the gap and fired two short bursts of frangible ammunition. The bullets would break apart themselves if they hit anything much more solid than human flesh, but they still ripped gaping holes in suits and body alike. One burst tagged each of the men inside, cutting them down. Globules of blood flowed from their wounds, freezing into crimson balls that bounced around the interior of the control room.

      This wasn’t over yet. My men were still out there, pinned down. I could hear the chatter of gunfire through the closed doors. I hauled myself in through the shattered window and pushed off for the doors. I slapped the open button. Ahead of me were four men, crouched down and firing at my people. They had good cover. It would have been almost impossible to nail them from where my Marines were standing. But I had a clean shot at each of them.

      I took the shot. Three of them were dead before they even knew where the bullets were coming from. The third saw me and tried to whirl around, firing wildly as he turned. I hit him with the burst of rounds that killed him as his own spray of bullets came within a few feet of my head. That had been too close. But his gun was silent at last.

      We had the ship.
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      With the enemy crew dead, we set about trying to patch the ship up. The first step had been to confirm that the computer was indeed still functioning. They hadn’t had time to lock it up. Which meant we could fly the ship wherever we wanted. For the moment, I was allowing it to continue on course. I had in mind to head back to the moon and assist with rescue operations. We were short on fuel, though, and would need to pick up more before we could do that.

      In the meantime we’d sealed the airlock and the shattered front window. The ship was still leaking air, so rather than bother to keep up with the air loss we were just staying in our suits. The ship had more than enough air in its tanks to keep our suits supplied.

      Acres and I sat in the control chairs while I pondered the situation. I knew I should radio US Space Command on Earth, and tell them we’d won the ship. With luck I could talk them into sending up a rocket with the fuel we needed to get back and help people on Luna. But I was afraid to make that call. I had a hunch that the brass on Earth might just write off the lunar colony as a loss, rather than burning more crucial energy trying to save the lives out there.

      In fact, the more I thought about the whole situation, the darker it seemed.

      “It doesn't change anything,” I said aloud.

      “What do y'mean, sir?” Acres asked. “We nailed them good.”

      “It’s a Pyrrhic victory,” I said. “That strike just shut off the flow of energy sources to Earth, or pretty nearly. The US was winning, and probably still can. We hold the orbitals and now this ship too, so I don't think that's in question.”

      “So…We win?”

      “I’m more worried about the cost,” I said. “We’ll win. But we’ll burn all our energy reserves doing it. And without a regular energy supply? There's going to be a lot of very cold, very hungry people this winter.”

      No power would mean no heat all winter for most of the planet. It would mean agriculture would all but shut down, reduced to Dark Age era tech. Transportation would become almost impossible. Something like three quarters of the planet’s population resided in cities now, and without food or the ability to transport it, all of those people would starve.

      Sure, there was some solar power, a handful of hydro dams, and there were still a few untapped fossil fuel reserves. But it wouldn’t be nearly enough to stave off mass starvation. Nuclear electric power ran just about everything now. And without fuel to run it…!

      “Unless we can finish the war sooner than that, sir,” Acres said.

      “Yeah...”

      I let the word trail off, thinking about that. Even with the US clearly in the leading position, our opponents had still been able to hang on with incredible tenacity. It seemed doubtful that a clean victory would come before energy reserves ran down to disastrous levels.

      Unless the Chinese could be forced to surrender sooner.

      “Acres,” I asked, “How many munitions did you say were left aboard the ship?”

      “Six more missiles, sir. I was surprised to see them. Wonder if they had in mind to hit someplace else on the way home, if they could.”

      “They might have tried, but it wouldn't have mattered. The defense systems on Earth would take down anything but a close launch, and they'd never get that near.” Only on the moon had defenses been so inadequate that a nuclear attack was viable. Anti-missile systems had rendered the old nuclear missile strategy obsolete.

      “What yields?” I asked.

      “One moment, sir, I’ll check.” He turned to the console, and called up data on the ship's stores. “They're all 500 kiloton bombs, sir. Why?”

      “Thinking about sending them home.”

      “Thought you just said they wouldn't work against an Earth target, sir. Their anti-missile is almost as good as ours.”

      “Yeah, it's a problem. Let me work on it. Get a tight beam on the Connie, will you? No radio, direct link only.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      My own ship was the USS Constellation – far too grand a name for such a tiny tug. We called her the “Connie” instead, which seemed to fit her much better. She would be making best possible speed to link up with us. Either they’d support us if we needed it, or pick us up if we’d somehow missed our landing on the Chinese ship. As it happened we hadn’t needed her, but that was about to change.

      I turned back to the ship commander's console and cracked my knuckles, then tapped the keys which would bring the computer to life. Chinese characters came up on the screen, asking for thumbprint and retinal identification. I grimaced. I’d been hoping to avoid that. But I got up and went to fetch the Chinese commander's frozen body. A few minutes later, the computer accepted his identity and opened up for me. I kept the corpse velcroed to a wall nearby just in case the computer needed reassurance again.

      Mission parameters scrolled across the console screen. We were still on the same course the ship had been following, holding steady in a long glide toward Earth. Toward Beijing's spaceport. They'd been ordered to maintain radio silence until they were back safely on Earth, to protect the security of the mission. The Chinese had already carefully laid out approach patterns for the ship. And despite the attack, the Chinese crew had maintained radio silence even during our attack – probably fearing detection by an attack satellite, holding out hope they could beat us. So long as we held to the course and kept radio silence, as far as they were concerned everything was all right.

      Which made sense. No one had ever even attempted a stunt like what my men and I had accomplished. No ship in space was ready to repel boarders! It had never happened. That would change, now. But for the moment the risk of being destroyed by a hunter-killer satellite that detected a radio output was foremost in the minds of every spaceship captain. Not whether some lunatic would try to board the ship in a spacesuit.

      I took a deep breath. The plan forming in my mind just might work. If it did, I could stop this war in its tracks. Maybe give humanity time to get its act together before the fuel ran out and everyone ended up in a new dark age.

      There were almost thirty million people living in Beijing.

      I closed my eyes for a long moment. This was a terrible thing to do. But I knew I was going to do it anyway, and I hated myself for it in that moment. Then I opened my eyes again, my fingers already typing in a new series of commands. And consigned thirty million people them to oblivion. Along with my soul.

      [image: ]

      Two hours later we were drifting in space again. This time we were in a very low Earth orbit, floating over the night side of the planet. We had waited until the last possible moment to leave the ship. Any longer and we wouldn’t have floated out here – we’d have fallen to the ground instead. But I didn’t want to take any chances that something might go wrong. Nothing had – the ship continued on its way under the control of the computer guidance systems.

      This time I could see all my men, at least. We’d stayed in physical contact with each other, so as not to lose anyone in the dark. No radios – at least until this was over, I didn’t want to take any chances. So there we were, a drifting daisy chain of space suits holding hands.

      Acres bumped helmets with me to talk. Even without radio, the sound of a voice could be transmitted through helmet to helmet contact.

      “Should be any minute now, sir.” His voice sounded oddly muffled through the helmets.

      “Yes.”

      “Think it'll work?”

      “It will work,” I said. “If they'd smelled a rat, they'd have killed the ship already.”

      I could feel the helmet next to mine shift as Acres nodded. There wasn't much left to say. If this worked I was about to kill more people with one blow than anyone in history. Some were military, but millions more would be noncombatants. Women. Children. Nuclear fire scorched without discrimination. I tried to feel regret for all of those lives I was about to take, but felt only hollow inside. It was like the emotions had been burned out of me.

      “It's a hard thing, sir,” Acres said. “I don't know if I could have done it. Gun in hand, shooting someone shooting back at me, sure. Don't know if I could have done this, though. Not sure many could have.”

      Then he looked into my eyes and held them with his own. “Which is why I am damned glad you were in command here, sir. You'll save a lot more innocent lives than you take, today.”

      I nodded back to him, grateful for the words but unable to speak. I glanced at the time in my helmet display. Any moment now it would be done. And then history could judge me as they would.

      Acres chuckled hollowly. “You'll be the hero who ended the war, and saved the world.”

      That was too much. I was many things, but I was no hero. This wasn’t a heroic act. It was a desperate one. I brushed free from Acres, floating clear a little. I wanted to be alone for a moment, and there was perhaps nowhere better for that than drifting free in the void.

      Below me on the deeply shadowed planet, lights flashed into sudden brilliance, the massive nuclear detonations visible even from space. Like jewels in the night, they shone with a brilliance that brought tears to my eyes. Or was that the guilt, the remorse I hadn’t been able to feel a few moments ago, and not the light?

      

      
        The End

      

      

      This story continues in the Accord series - “Accord of Honor”, “Accord of Mars”, and other stories which are forthcoming.
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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