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Summary

Ijeoma	makes	a	life	and	death	decision.

The	world	below	them	was	exploding.	The	chain	of	volcanic	eruptions	that	spewed	fire	and	ash	into	the	sky	gave	the	observers	a	good	idea	of
what	the	Earth	had	done	millions	of	years	ago	that	signalled	the	end	of	the	dinosaurs.

The	volcanic	planet	shot	geysers	of	lava	big	enough	to	be	seen	from	orbit	into	the	sky.	The	violence	of	it	was	breathtaking—	it	was	as	if	the
planet	was	trying	to	destroy	itself.

"Nors,"	Ijeoma	commed	the	transporter	room.	"Have	you	retrieved	our	away	team?"	She	was	nervous.	They	had	known	of	the	coming	events,
and	planned	to	have	everyone	back	before	it	got	dangerous.	Unfortunately,	it	got	dangerous	faster	than	they	predicted.

"Working	on	it,"	Nors	answered.	"Six	of	them	are	up,	Lieutenant	Lira	is	still	on	the	planet's	surface."

Ijeoma	bit	her	lip,	looking	at	the	immolating	planet	below.	She	made	a	mental	note	to	limit	the	number	of	people	sent	on	excursions	to	six—
the	maximum	their	transporter	could	handle	at	once.

"Captain,"	Nors	said	tensely.	"I	can't	get	a	lock	on	Lira.	The	ash	in	the	atmosphere	is	interfering	with	the	transporter."

Ijeoma's	heart	dropped,	and	a	dangerous	hush	fell	over	the	bridge.

"Keep	trying,"	Ijeoma	told	Nors.	She	turned	to	the	officer	at	the	communications	station.	"Establish	contact	with	Lira."

"Aye,	Captain,"	she	said,	getting	to	work.	"Frequencies	open,"	she	announced	quickly.

"Lira,	can	you	hear	me?"	Ijeoma	asked.

"I	can	hear	you,	Captain,"	came	a	crackly	voice.	The	roar	of	seismic	activity	nearly	drowned	out	her	voice.	"Has	my	team	been	beamed	out?
Are	they	safe?"

"They're	safe,"	Ijeoma	assured	her.	"Nors	is	working	on	getting	a	lock	on	you,	but—"

"—But	the	ash	is	interfering	with	the	transporter?"	Lira	guessed.	"Yeah,	I	figured.	Guess	I'm	trapped	down	here,	aren't	I?"

Ijeoma	was	silent	for	a	moment.	"Nors	is	going	to	keep	trying,	but	unfortunately,	if	that	fails,	we	don't	have	another	way	to	get	to	you."

Holloway	spun	around	in	his	seat,	looking	appalled.	"Captain,	we	can	bring	the	ship	down	there.	If	the	Jemison	can	get	below	most	of	the	ash
layer,	Nors	will	be	able	to	get	a	lock	on	her!"

"But	we'd	be	risking	every	soul	aboard	this	ship,"	Ijeoma	said.	"Entering	that	planet's	atmosphere	could	be	the	last	thing	we	do.	It's	too
dangerous."

"But	we	have	to	try,"	Holloway	insisted.	"We	can't	just	leave	her	to	die	without	trying!"

"It's	okay,	Captain,"	Lira	said,	having	heard	the	conversation.	"I	understand."

"No,	this	isn't	okay,"	Holloway	argued.	"We	have	to	go	down	there!"
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"Lieutenant,"	Ijeoma	said	harshly.	"I'm	already	losing	one	officer	today.	I	can't	risk	the	rest."	Her	voice	softened.	"Lieutenant	Lira,	I'm	sorry."

"I	told	you,	Captain,	I	understand,"	Lira	said,	remarkably	calm	for	someone	in	her	situation.	"I	wouldn't	want	you	to	risk	the	others	for	my
sake,	anyways.	When	I	signed	up	for	this	job,	I	knew	something	like	this	might	happen	one	day.	I'm	ready."

Ijeoma's	face	was	stonily	blank.	"Thank	you,	Lieutenant.	But	I	am	sorry.	This	shouldn't	be	happening	in	the	first	place."

"Do	me	a	favour	and	tell	my	parents	I	love	them.	Tell	them	I	died	without	fear,	doing	the	job	I	love.	Tell	them	I	said,	'stay	strong,'"	Lira	said.

"You	have	my	word,"	Ijeoma	said.

There	was	a	horrible	crackling	on	the	other	end.

"Lira?"	Ijeoma	asked,	heart	beating	in	her	throat.	"Lira,	are	you	there?"

There	was	no	response.

"She's	gone,"	Holloway	said,	bitterly.	"You	let	her	die."

"I	did	what	I	had	to,"	Ijeoma	said.

"How	can	say	that?"	he	snapped.	"How	can	you	be	so	unfeeling	about	this?	One	of	your	crew	is	dead.	By	your	choice!"

"Lieutenant,"	Ijeoma	snapped.	"I	did	what	I	had	to,	and	this	isn't	up	for	debate.	I'm	the	captain,	and	it	was	my	decision,	and	I	won't	have	you
questioning	me."	The	bridge	was	silent.	Holloway	seethed,	but	held	his	tongue.	"Jory,	you	have	the	conn.	I'll	be	in	my	ready	room."

Ijeoma	walked	off	the	bridge.	When	the	door	to	her	ready	room	closed	behind	her,	she	leaned	against	the	wall,	sliding	to	the	floor	when	her
legs	buckled,	and	she	wept.
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