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        “It is a firm belief that it is our destiny, that we will head out, and explore the stars. To stretch out our hand and point humanity in the direction to all those new worlds we will discover. If we are to survive, then we must expand, explore, and go beyond the boundaries of our own solar system. But, remember that Earth is always our home, it will be the centre of our universe, and wherever we plant our flag––all are bound to it forever.” - From the Sixth United Earth Core President, Joanna Rose Jermienko.

        

      

      

      Earth Core United––the central planetary ruling government for nearly two decades; It was the byproduct of global warfares, ranging from: terrorism, corporate interference and numerous uprisings from various nations. Out of the carnage came an agreement by all the surviving rulers, to create a unified government of Earth that would benefit all of humanity.

      From out of this curious time came great advancements in technology, genetics, and a need to expand out into space. Corporations merged and combined their wealth into giving the government a ‘new era’ in space. But it came at a cost. The Mars colony became an independent state and unrestricted by any Earth taxation.

      War was the last thing on anyone’s mind. Having managed to collectively return from the brink of extinction, the two powers agreed to unite (for now). With great reluctance (and the goal of space exploration at stake) Earth had no choice but to agree to it.

      Mars and Earth were now in a ‘Cold War’ of greedy practices. To be born on Mars, means to be raised with privilege and wealth, but if you were from Earth, it meant living on a set income they defined for you. A typical scenario of ‘the have(s) and the ‘have not(s)’, and yet, somehow it all worked out for either side.

      During this upheaval of change, a group of intellectually enhanced youth (created by sub-sections within the governments of both worlds), formed their own governing body, of a sort. They called themselves, the Omega Group, a think tank under the banner of the ECU.

      These hyper-intelligent adolescent humans helped to design the ships, the engines that drove them, and became the intermediary force that kept the balance of the fragile alliance between Earth and Mars. The shared technology and advancements fuelled the space endeavour by leaps and bounds.

      Deep Contact, the first deep space explorer class vessel, resulted from this combined union of all three branches. It was the most publicized launch of the ECU. They wanted to make it a symbol of a new beginning, the pride of Earth, Mars and Omega Group. It was a way to show that humanity was finally ready to take the next step into the unknown.

      They chose Captain Christopher Riley to take command of the vessel, having recently returned to active duty after taking time for personal leave (because of the death of his wife and dealing with sobriety issues). The ECU Space Fleet Command bestowed on him of a secretive mission, one known only to him and the admiralty, and proceeded immediately without informing his hand-picked crew of the true nature of their voyage.

      Publicly, they were on a ten-year mission to explore space and catalog new planets for further expansion of the ECU, which is what any of them wanted originally, but as to the actual nature of the mission? Well, that would be something to only burden the Captain. Even though he chose his crew, he wasn’t sure who he could really trust or even share the information with. Many had heard of the rumours of his absence, quietly gossiping about it amongst themselves, and left wondering if he was truly worthy of the job.

      Despite all that, nothing more about his prior history hindered the excitement of the crew to embark on the journey. The mission was on. And the ship launched successfully with all the pomp and circumstance Earth provided. The media glorified their endeavor and marked the event as, “The most significant achievement in Earth Core United’s history”; The dawn of interplanetary colonization had begun.

      It took two years for them to travel out of the SOL system. Alone and in the infinite dark of space, they would finally come face to face with what truly lies out beyond the boundaries. This would become an adventure no one could imagine. With Earth far out of reach, the mission was squarely all on the shoulders of its captain, and of the brave, intrepid crew of Deep Contact.
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      Slowly cruising through the depths of space, the Earth Core United ship, Deep Contact, ventured onward in its mission to explore new worlds and the space beyond. The vessel is home to nearly one hundred and fifty crew members; Most of them share quarters because of the ship’s design, except for the senior staff who have single accommodations; The designer’s point of view must have regarded this as ‘spacious', but those having to live in them for a duration… they would argue otherwise.

      They built the ship more like ancient Earth submarines, outwardly it is sleek and built to last, but the inside was cramped and full of exposed inner workings. Captain Christopher Riley relaxed in his small, yet constricted bridge office while he sipped his hot cup of coffee. A faint blue projected holographic display scrolled the daily ship manifests and activities over his narrow metallic-grey desk.

      He gave a slight yawn as the work always bored him. Still, as much as he’d love to head off to bed and sleep, he knew it had to be done (eventually) before it really piled up. Suddenly a low-pitched ping sound echoed in the room that made him gaze away from the text.

      “Yes…” He said aloud.

      “Captain, it’s Yang. Can I bother you for a second?” A male voice responded through the room’s door intercom.

      “Come in.” The captain sighed.

      The holographic text faded off as the captain touched it with his finger. The office door slid open to the right, and an officer entered the room. A young Asian man with short cropped black hair and adorning the dark blue uniform of a bridge senior.

      “It’s late, Yang. What’s the problem?” Riley said as he rubbed his strained temple.

      “Sorry for the interruption,” He smirked. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your light reading.”

      “Light reading.” The captain scoffed. “You know, this is the worst part about being a captain, paperwork, and mission reports. I feel more like a bureaucrat than an explorer.”

      “Comes with the job, I suppose.” The young officer mused. “But after all, that’s why you get paid the big bucks.”

      “Just wait and see,” Riley pointed at him. “One day you’ll no longer be the first officer and then all of this will be yours.”

      “Ah,” The man smirked. “So that’s why you’re letting it build up. Waiting for me to do it for you.”

      The captain had a moment of humour as his first officer made him smile from the long hours working behind a desk. But as the laughter in him subsided, Riley took a long sip of his coffee and got back to the reason for Yang being in his office.

      “Are we in the next system yet?”

      “Yes, sir…” The young bridge officer nodded.

      “Good,” the captain nodded back. “Make sure we drop another interstellar communications satellite before we enter. Maybe we can transmit a message back to Earth and give them a status.” Yang grimaced slightly as he acknowledged his request. That caused Riley to give a puzzled glance and noted his first officer’s hesitation. “Is the task too much for you or something?”

      “Not at all, sir...”

      The captain shrugged, “Well then... what is it?”

      “The reason I’m here, sir. The system is rather sparse, as near as we can tell,” Yang disappointedly exhaled. “But we seem to have a problem with our navigation–or I should say, with something in the way of our navigation.”

      “Oh, yes?” The captain said with little surprise. He leaned back in his small squeaking chair. “Another asteroid hazard or a comet fragment? You’re more than capable of dealing with something trivial as that.”

      “Ah, yes–of course I am.” Yang snickered. “But this might require your expertise. This is much bigger, sir.”

      “Bigger?” Riley scoffed. “Just how big are we talking here?”

      “Planet sized big, sir.”

      “An asteroid the size of a planet?” He inquired with confusion.

      “No sir,” The Asian officer said hesitantly. “I mean an actual planet.”

      “What?” The captain glared with puzzlement as he stood up and walked out of the office.
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      Out in space, the starship Deep Contact slowed its speed as it approached a giant gas planet. It was so huge the ship looked almost non-existent as it came close to the orbit of it. In the distance beyond, there was only one sun, so far away it seemed too dwarfed by the sheer size of the massive planet. The ship's engines powered down and allowed its own momentum to guide itself towards the massive planet.

      Riley and Yang entered the dimly lit, submarine-configured bridge. In the centre was the Captain’s chair with navigation and helm on either side of the circular control centre. Various other stations devoted to the ship’s functions surrounded the room.

      An array of computer stations with built in seating that had scrolling monitors, a dazzling display of colours and bright images that seemed to bring the dark room to life. The small number of officers working at them was fairly young and devoted to their tasks. As the Captain entered the bridge, all of them stood at attention momentarily and saluted him as he came in.

      “When did it come into view?” The captain grumbled as he took to his chair.

      “A few minutes ago,” Yang replied while at the console opposite to him. “We just entered the system and started our scans of the area.”

      The captain sat in amazement by its sheer size. He was at a loss for words; He couldn't believe something so monstrous could exist. But more than that, he was utterly dumbfounded that no one noticed this large body in their flight path.

      “Helm!” He shouted at the officer seated off to the side. “Why the hell didn’t you see this? Course correction is part of your job, I expect this sort of error from a cadet not from a senior officer!”

      “Sir,” The blonde woman quickly stammered. “I did not see this on the charts or from the probe we sent out earlier. This planet wasn’t in our flight path at all.”

      “Well, there it is, Lieutenant!” The captain mocked. “How the hell do you miss something that big?”

      “I don’t know, sir.” She replied. “This wasn’t here two hours ago. I swear that all the calculations were in the green before we entered. I checked them five times prior.”

      The captain glared up at the large, wrap-around floating holographic visual screen. The planet seemed to take up the entire view of it. It was light brown with swirls of red, yellow and white gas clouds. It reminded him of Jupiter, which seemed massive to him when compared to the rest of the planets from their solar system. But this was almost twenty times the size of that planet. He didn’t think it was possible to find something bigger than that. Having studied and cataloged various worlds before, it was utterly impossible for this world to even exist.

      “Well, it’s here now.” He sarcastically stated. “I think the calculations were off. Check the probe logs again and the latest star charts.”

      “I concur with officer Brigham, sir.” Officer Yang interrupted. “I went over the charts, navigation probes, and I even compared our scans from then and now. This planet wasn’t in our flight path until we entered.”

      “Come on.” The captain sighed. “Are you trying to tell me this thing just turned up? Look at it. How could we miss this?”

      “I don’t know, captain.” Yang said in a frustrated tone. “According to everything we have, this planetary body shouldn’t even be in this part of space.” With a disgruntled inhale; he looked back up at the screen. “But… we are coming up on it awfully fast.”

      Yang turned on the navigation chart on to the main viewer and allowed the captain to see how fast they were approaching. The ship wasn’t slowing down like it normally would come into the orbit of a planet. Instead, it was building speed and getting closer to the atmosphere.

      The ship thrusted ahead and drew closer towards the swirling red eye; a raging red-brown funnel storm that seemed to measure the entire radius of the Earth. This was something the captain found disheartening. Sitting back in his chair, eyes flared with fright, he snapped his fingers to the helms-woman.

      “For God’s sake,” The captain growled. “We’re heading straight for it. Helm, get us the hell out of here right now!”

      “Aye, sir,” Brigham replied with haste. Riley watched the officer frantically press buttons and turn knobs that controlled the ship. But nothing was happening—Brigham tried to get the ship to maneuver; still nothing would work. Slapping down on the console, she let out a frustrated grimace. “It won’t break free, captain! We’re in its gravity wake. I can’t get enough power to pull away.”

      “Engineering!” The captain shouted, a young red-haired male officer manning the station across the room. “Give us everything this ship can muster!”

      “Sir,” The older officer replied. “The chief down below is reporting that she’s doing her best, but as far as power—this is the max.”

      “Damn,” Riley glared off in thought. “This planet must have gripped us the moment we arrived. The gravity must be enormous—greater than any object could. But where the hell did it come from?”

      “Captain!” Officer Yang exclaimed. “The eye of the planet! We’re being pulled into it.”

      “Full Back!” Riley ordered. “I don’t care how we do it or where they get the power from! Get us out of here!”

      The swirling red cloud stretched out toward the ship as it got very close and began enveloping Deep Contact with almost little effort. The vessel was microscopic compared to the planet, even to the red eye itself.  As it entered the gaseous red vapour, the ship spun and shook as the violent wind sheered, and pulled it about.

      Bolts of lightening streaked about in various directions within the storm, some stuck in the ship and caused an arcing effect across its body. Inside the vessel, the crew tossed about like rag dolls. Crews on all decks were desperately looking for something to hold on to as each strike to the ship jolted them from one side to the other.

      The red storm cloud formed a funnel downward and took the ship deeper into the atmosphere. As Deep Contact vaulted down past the storm, it slowed as it entered a different gas cloud layer. The misty white cloud was tranquil compared to what just occurred previously.

      It was a sharp contrast to what the ship was experiencing earlier. The crew finally regrouped and stood to their feet. Throughout the vessel, the various members that were unharmed quickly gathered the injured. It all happened so fast that everyone was in shock and in disarray as they tried to return to their posts.

      “Jesus Christ,” The captain whispered under his breath. He tried to ignore his own unprofessional words and sat back into his command chair with authority. “Helm, report.”

      “Navigation is offline, sir.” Brigham replied as she held her traumatized head. “And there’s been some hull compromises from decks one to five.”

      “I don’t understand… we should be dropping like a rock.” Yang said as he stood by the captain.

      “No,” The captain muttered. “We should be dead.” Yang looked at him with concern and lowered down to his sitting level. “The G-force from this planet should have crushed us to powder long before we even entered its orbit.” Riley explained, “A planet of this size should have gravity well beyond any other of its kind. That we’re still here, and in one piece, with minimal damage, says we’re damned lucky.” He snickered, then leaned back in his chair, “Devine intervention is at play. Like an act of God himself.”

      “Is that the Irish-catholic talking in you, sir?” Yang quipped with a raised brow. “Or are you telling me we should start believing in miracles?”

      “Miracles?” Riley smiled at him. “Those are few and far between my dear first officer, know when to thank the creator on days such as these.”

      “So noted,” He nodded back in agreement. “So noted, indeed.”
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      Outside the vessel, white swirling clouds of vaporous mist engulfed the ship like a blanket. It bobbed it up and down as if in oceanic waters. High above that, the faint hue red and orange of the storm above bled light down against the metallic skin of Deep Contact; underneath it, a blue-purple glow hinted the next level to come.

      The ship dipped down slowly through a murky white vapour, like a weight being dropped into a can of thick paint. Once it passed through, the purple clouds intermixed and shrouded the vessel in darkness.
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      In the meeting room, on the lower deck beyond the bridge, the captain and the ranking ship officers gathered around the small, but elongated metal table. They perched on the chairs, treating them more like stools and poised with little to no comfort, while others (like the captain), preferred to stand next to them.

      “Are you telling me it’s going to take three weeks to repair our engines?”

      “We’ve done considerable damage, sir.” The young female engineer stated factually. “This isn’t like repairing any engine. This is a quantum-magnetic core with delicate calibrations. If it’s not adjusted to the right levels, we could very well turn into the biggest magnet for radiation and kill everyone on board.”

      The captain hung his head in frustration. The young woman (more like a teen girl) was the only one who understood this engine at all. She was a child genius and one of the rare members of the ‘Omega Group’; Gifted children given full powers of every endeavour to further human development.

      Riley had always hated the fact they got special treatment, resources and funding always get diverted to them as a priority. It seemed so unnecessary when the rest of the world was still struggling to survive. Still, he found this child to be rather ‘hands on’ when dealing with engines.

      Amanda Berkins was only fourteen years old, a light-skinned Pakistani girl with dazzling emerald-green eyes; she helped design and build the engine powering Deep Contact, and yet, she talked and acted like a mature woman, an officer that he could rely on to get the job done.

      “Is there no way to push it ahead of schedule–time wise, I mean?” The Irish captain sighed. “I’d hate to think of this ship being destroyed by a planet because we couldn’t crank the engine fast enough.”

      Amanda fiddled with her shoulder length black hair, a trait she’d become known for when doing complex calculations in her head. Officer Yang and the others waited patiently as they watched her eyes dart about while thinking of the answer.

      “I could.” She coldly stated again. “But that would mean some systems would have to wait.”

      “Such as?” Yang asked.

      “Medical, communications and main ship operations like environmental, lighting, and some computer systems would have to wait.” She said staring at him. “It would almost be like being on reserve power–only with less reserve we’d require.”

      Yang shook his head and looked at the captain. The other officers scoffed at her reply and voiced their concerns.

      “Medical is a priority.” The doctor defiantly grumbled. “I’ve already got a few wounded men and women down there. I’m sure there will be more.”

      Doctor Barakai Nyjiumu was old school, and  his motto was always: Life before death and treatment before infection. Living in the slums of the African Congo taught him a great deal about what was more important. He once lived in a region where the struggle between the tribal warlords left barely anything for the people; there were many infections and diseases that spread throughout the poorer sections of the area. Death came quick to those couldn’t get treated or spread it to their families, causing wider spread of the illnesses.

      At the ripe age of fifty-five, the man had seen it all. Space, at least, offered him a way to get off of Earth and explore for alternative medicines. The captain was sympathetic to his concerns.

      “I agree.” Riley nodded. “Medical must come first. Everything else can wait.”

      “What if Earth contacts us?” Brigham said with concern. “We have to send them a message back, right?”

      “Concentrate on navigation please, Lieutenant.” Officer Yang glared at her. “Right now we’re in no need of letters from home.”

      Brigham sat back down and folder her arms with anger. She’d been in constant contact with her mother in England, even if the signal took a few weeks to reach back and forth. But she knew that any day now, her mother (the only family member left), would soon pass because of her illness.

      They had discovered an additional strain of cancer after cures had come for so many others. Only this one was more deadly and faster than any medical science could explain. It saddened her to know that on the day of her launch with this ship; they had diagnosed her mother with the disease. Science officer Jen Sakura patted the woman’s shoulder in comfort.

      “Its ok, Sarah, I’m sure we’ll be in contact soon.” The Asian woman then looked up at Riley, “What about our sensors, sir? Will they have to be offline as well? It would be a shame not to study this–well, interesting planet.”

      The captain glanced over at the junior engineer and shrugged his shoulders as if to say: “well?”

      “I’ll try to give you some power for that.” Amanda sighed. “And medical, but you can’t
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