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As he opened his eyes, the first thing that alarmed him was the scream.  The 

second was that he could not breathe.   

    Everywhere was red and the siren was wailing.  He fell from his bunk, 

landing on his knees.  There was no air.  The sound was deafening.  With his 

right elbow on the bunk, he tried to lever himself up, but the strain was too 

much and he collapsed again onto the metal deck.  He grabbed his throat.  His 

lungs jerked.  But everywhere was red, and there was no air.   

 He tried to speak, to shout out, but the siren was too loud.  His muscles 

began to spasm.  Consciousness was slipping.  And through his blurred vision, 

drifting towards him in a sea of red, were four figures.  

 Then there was darkness.   

 

**********      

 

Static.  The sound of white static.   

 “Commander.” 

 Gallen woke up; his eyes instantly having to adjust to harsh white light.  

 “Commander.”  The voice was tinny and electronic. 

 “Yeah, yeah, gimme a minute.”  He closed his eyes again, and brought 

his hands up to rub his face.  His arms ached all over.  And he had a beard. 

 “Commander, are you alright?”  
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 He hauled himself up so he was sitting upright on the bed.  “Think so.”  

He was still rubbing his face, discovering new areas of pain around his body.  

“What happened?”   

 “You have been asleep.” 

 Gallen breathed a lengthy groan as he shifted his legs onto the deck.  The 

metal felt cold on his bare feet.  He felt something under his toes and looked 

down.  It took a moment for his eyes to properly focus on dozens of pills that 

lay scattered around on the floor.  “Yeah, yeah.”  He moved off the bed, and 

took a few tentative steps forward.  “I mean before that.”  

 The voice took a few moments to respond.  “You were awake.” 

 He stopped and raised his left arm against the octagonal bulkhead, 

peering round to the nearest screen.  His head was pounding.  “You know, that’s 

very funny,” he said, scrubbing his hair with his other hand, “even for you.” 

 The voice didn’t reply.  

Gallen took in a large breath of oxygen, exhaling loudly. He stared at the 

screen.  A cursor flickered back.  His mind re-wound to before he lost 

consciousness; to him lying on the deck, suffocating in the red light, the alarm 

wailing loudly.  And the scream.  

“The Code Red. I couldn’t breathe.” Gallen directed his speech towards 

the screen. He looked round at the clinical whiteness of the medical bay. “How 

did I end up here?” 

Again, the voice took a few moments to respond. “You arrived here, 

Commander Gallen.” 

“Arrived here?” He strained his memory, trying to recall anything he had 

missed, or forgotten. “How?” 
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The cursor flashed silently.  

He rubbed the back of his head. “Sycom, how did I get here?”   

The cursor disappeared.  

Gallen dragged his hand to his chin, feeling the length of his beard.    

“Commander Gallen, my systems detect that you are dehydrated.  May I 

offer you some refreshments?”   

He studied the screen carefully as the cursor reappeared. “Coffee. Black,” 

he replied. “And I’ll need my meds.  I’ll take them in the control room.”  

 

********* 

 

Gallen drank his coffee and swallowed the last of his pills, staring into space.  

The viewing window spanned the entire length and width of the control room.  

Beyond the illuminated symbols and shapes of the infographics was a vast 

blackness that stretched as far as his imagination could venture. Distant stars 

shone like watchful eyes, while the cold surface of Pluto loomed on the 

starboard side.   

 He had been travelling alone now for longer than he could remember.  He 

had grown so used to the System Interface Computer (Sycom), that it almost felt 

like human company.  

 Sitting in the middle one of five control chairs, with his legs outstretched 

on the console, Gallen replayed the events leading up to him losing 

consciousness in his mind.  The siren.  The lack of air.  The scream.   

Nothing made any sense.  



5 
 

“Sycom,” he said, “play recording 13-11-56. Room 46. Try from 23.00.”  

An image of his sleeping quarters appeared on the infographic screen.  

The angle was facing down from the corner of his room with the bunk on the 

right hand side. It was soundless.  “Forward twelve times.”  The images sped 

forward.  He watched the shuffling motion of his sleeping body as it lay in bed.  

Suddenly the room was immersed in red light. “There - stop. Play.” The 

recording then showed him waking abruptly, fall to the deck, attempt to rise, fall 

again, feel for his throat, and then fit.   

The recording flickered and the pictures disappeared.  The image of white 

static filled the screen. 

Gallen dropped his legs from the console and leant forward.  “What just 

happened?” 

“There appears to be a break in the recordings.” 

“A break? What do you mean? How can that happen?” 

The voice paused, before answering.  “Unknown.”  

Gallen slowly eased back into his chair.  There was a rhythmic pain 

pulsating in his head, and his muscles were aching more and more by the 

minute.  

“Replay,” he ordered, and took another sip from his cold coffee.   

 

******** 

 

Rehydrated pasta moved dryly around his mouth as he sat at the metal table.  

Gallen didn’t like being in the galley.  The mirrored silver deviated from the 

standard white he had grown accustomed to.  He stared through to the adjoining 
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passageway where the outer stern hatch was secured and locked.  Scrawled on 

the hatch door in red pen were the words ‘FAULT - DO NOT OPEN’.  He read 

the words over and again in his mind. He couldn’t remember how long it had 

been since he had written them. Gallen turned to his right and saw a multitude 

of distorted reflections stare back.  

Trying to focus on his mission, the unexplained events of the code red 

kept nagging away in Gallen’s mind.  He reasoned that it was probably an air 

compression fault that somehow formed a glitch in Sycom’s system.  But that 

didn’t explain the scream.  If he did hear a scream.   

It was then that he remembered the figures.  

“Sycom.” 

“Yes, Commander Gallen?”  

“Tell me how many bodies currently on board the ship.” 

“Unable to process.” 

“Unable to…?  Sycom, how many people are there?” 

“Accepted. Would you like me to perform an organic lifeform scan, 

Commander?”  

Gallen considered the computer’s suggestion. “I would,” he replied.     

There was a pause as the computer searched the ship. “One,” the voice 

announced. “File: Commander Austin Marcel Gallen. Former Space Naval 

Captain.  Mission: classified. Current status: classified.” 

Gallen rubbed the bristles on his chin. Perhaps he had imagined the 

figure.  Lack of oxygen to the brain could have induced a hallucination of some 

kind.  Maybe he then found his own way to the medical bay after Sycom had 

corrected the fault. He glanced over to the nearest screen where the cursor 
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continued to flash intermittently.  Everything else seemed so still.  Using the 

natural orbits of the planets to navigate through the solar system meant that for 

ninety eight per cent of the time the engines remained dormant.   

Silence was everywhere.   

 

******* 

 

The razor cut through his beard. It seemed longer and tougher this time, and it 

was far greyer than he remembered. He yanked hard at a tangle and the razor 

sliced at his cheek. “Ahh!”  

 “Commander, is there a problem?”   

 “I’m fine,” he replied, dabbing the blood with a towel. The pounding in 

his head continued to beat. He felt inside his trouser pocket and pulled out a 

small plastic tube.  He brought the tube to his mouth and tilted his head back, 

but the tube was empty.  He rose gingerly from the basin; white foam streaked 

in red. “Sycom, how long was I asleep for?” 

 “Time parameters uncertain.”  

 He stared at a screen above his head.  The cursor had disappeared.  

“Commence from 13-11-56, 23.45 to present time.” 

 “Present time unknown.”  

 “What do you mean ‘present time unknown’?”  

 “Present time unknown,” the voice repeated.  

 Gallen stared at the screen and wiped the remaining foam and blood from 

his jaw. He took in a deep breath.  “Ok,” he said calmly, “estimate.” 
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 “Insufficient data,” the computer answered curtly.  

 He stepped away from the basin and into the sleeping area of his quarters.  

He felt a cold shiver run through his body.  His muscles continued to ache, and 

his head was getting worse.  To have the ship’s computer malfunction this far 

into the mission, and this far from Earth was more than just a slight problem.  

The ship’s current trajectory meant Neptune would be blocking radio contact 

with Mission Control for at least another few weeks.  Gallen’s mind wandered.  

How long had it been since he last spoke to another human being? He had 

completely lost track of time. He pulled on his overalls. 

 “Commander.” 

 Gallen glanced distractedly at the infographics lurking on his porthole 

window where a cursor was flashing. The lighting in the room had dimmed to a 

crimson red. “Yes?” 

 “You have a message.” 

 Gallen froze. “Message?” 

 “The message is a question.”  

 Gallen could feel his heart rate increasing.  It was impossible to receive a 

message in their current position behind Neptune. 

 “They want to ask you something, Commander.” 

 Gallen swallowed hard. His eyes flicked around the red room as if 

looking for someone. He thought about his response carefully.  His voice 

quivered in the silence. “Sycom.”  He paused.  “Who is asking?”  

 The computer waited a few seconds before replying. “Insufficient data.”  

 He looked back at the infographic screen.  He stared through to the 

infinite blackness of space behind where the cursor had disappeared.  The 
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pounding in his head was becoming unbearable, while every muscle in his body 

seemed to be crying out in pain.  

 “They want to ask you something, Commander,” the computer repeated 

above the cacophony inside his head.  

 Adrenalin surged through his veins as he continued to stare into space, 

unable to turn round. 

“They want to speak to you, Commander.” 

The drumming continued, and Gallen didn’t reply.  

“Question: Can you hear us?” 

 Gallen spun round.  The red light cast crimson shadows all over the room. 

He scanned the doorway, his bunk, the deck, the overhead, then back to the 

screen.  He could see nothing. His body and head felt as though they were 

burning. His heart was racing; his breathing spiralling rapidly out of control.  

He fell to his knees.  Consciousness was slipping away again.  His vision 

became blurred and tunnelled.   

 He closed his eyes.   

 The pounding in his head retreated. The pain in his muscles receded. His 

breathing and heart rate began to ease back to their normal rhythm.  

 He opened his eyes.  The lighting was a hazy yellow.     

 He turned to the screen to see a white cursor flashing in the infographics. 

 “Commander,” the computer said, “may I offer you some refreshments?” 

 

****** 
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Manually re-booting every on-board system was going to take a long time.  

Gallen had ordered Sycom to conduct a complete self-diagnostic – a task that 

should have taken forty five minutes at maximum.  His last update had been 

well over two hours ago.   

 Gallen stood in front of the infographic screen of the control room, trying 

to absorb all the data before him.  Sycom was malfunctioning, he was sure, but 

ever since the computer had acted so strangely in his sleeping quarters, Gallen 

had felt restless; fidgety in his work, forever looking around.  It was as if he was 

sure someone was there, looking in, watching.  He stared through the 

infographic screen.  Pluto was getting ever nearer.  At 4.67 million miles away 

he was the furthest he had ever been from home.  And the distance was always 

increasing.  And yet, what could he recall of his mission and home? He tried to 

remember, but the images in his mind were incomplete and blurred.  He sighed 

deeply, and prayed his head would soon clear.   

 “Commander.” 

 Gallen jumped and spun round.  He took a moment to compose himself; 

his breathing quivering again under his breath. 

 “Commander, the full self-diagnostics on all systems in now complete.  

Would you like to hear the results?” 

 “Show them on screen,” Gallen replied.  

 “Would you like to hear them?”  

 “No. Display on screen.” 

 “I think it would be better if you heard them, Commander.” 

 Gallen’s eyes widened. Sycom was a computer; a machine. His 

programming was incredibly advanced, enabling him to simultaneously process 

an almost infinite amount of data, in a fraction of a second.  But what he 
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couldn’t do was mimic human emotion.  The computer was programmed to 

carry out a command issued by the user – in this case Gallen - and respond 

accordingly.  Sycom also wasn’t capable of having opinions.  “You… think it 

would be better?” Gallen whispered back.    

 “Yes, Commander.  They all do.  Can you hear them?” 

 Gallen could feel the blood surge into his head. There was an incessant 

pain beating away inside.  Beads of sweat had started to form on his brow.  He 

pulled at his collar with his right hand.  “I… no, I can’t hear them,” he said.  

“Listen, Sycom, I think there is a problem.” 

 “A problem, Commander?” 

 “Yes, with your systems.  I need to correct it.” 

 “I understand, Commander.” 

 “I will have to enter your mainframe and conduct a few manual tests.” 

 The voice didn’t answer. 

 “Is that ok?”  

 “Of course, Commander.” 

 Gallen breathed out audibly and slumped into his chair. “Good,” he said, 

“that’s good.” 

 “Commander Gallen?” 

 His body tensed. “Yes, Sycom?” 

 “They are waiting.” 

 Trying to stay calm, Gallen slowly peered around the room. No-one was 

there.  He had taken control of his breathing.  He wiped his brow.  The back 

panels of the control room were their normal clean white, the door was still 
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closed, and the other four chairs continued to remain empty.  “What are they 

waiting for, Sycom?”  

 “For you, Commander Gallen.” 

 Gallen eased his right hand into the pocket of his trousers and pulled out 

his tube of pills.  His vision was becoming blurred. Without looking, he threw 

the tube to his mouth, but nothing came out. “Damn!” He threw the tube to the 

floor.  “I’m going to the engine room now, Sycom.”  

“Would you like to hear the results of the diagnostics first, Commander?”  

 Gallen edged forward on his seat.  Spider-like scars were now visible on 

the surface of Pluto.  “Maybe later.”   

 “Results are a question, Commander… Question: Why did you let us 

die?” 

 Gallen rose sharply from his seat and half-ran to the door, stumbling as he 

moved.  The door opened with a loud hiss.  His head felt like it was about to 

burst as he made his way along the octagonal prism of the connecting 

passageway; his eyes dazzled by a tunnel of brilliant white.  His half-run turned 

into a jog as he passed the medical bay and sleeping quarters, turning left at the 

junction to the galley. He took a sideways glance at the outer stern hatch and 

continued running; a crescendo of heavy boots on metal mixing loudly with his 

breathing.  He slowed down at the end of the next passageway.  The door slid 

open to reveal a ladder that descended to a lower deck. He was finding it hard to 

focus but managed to feel the rungs. 

 “Why did you let them die, Commander Gallen?” Sycom’s pervasive 

tone followed him as he jumped the last few steps.  He was out of breath, and 

finding it hard to control his legs.  He arched his back as he moved along the 

small engine room.  Ahead was a cuboid-shaped structure, about a metre in 
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width, stretching from the deck floor to the connecting overhead.  He opened a 

panel on its side which revealed a key pad, and immediately began tapping.  

 “They want you to hear them, Commander.” 

 The redness of the screen illuminated the room, but Gallen didn’t look up. 

 “They are waiting.” 

 He was finding it hard to remain conscious.  Every thought needed the 

utmost concentration.  

The scream that followed was more than just a sound.  He felt it.  Inside.  

Like it had been cast from his own lungs.  The scream was harsher and louder 

than anything he had ever heard.  It surged through his mind, bringing with it 

new meanings of despair and agony.   He flinched at a level of pain so 

penetrating that it robbed him of any conscious thought or speech.  He thudded 

to the floor. He couldn’t breathe.  

There was no air.   

The red engine room was spinning wildly as he lay there suffocating.  

And as he lay there, four figures drifted towards him; arms outstretched, 

reaching for him in the crimson light.  He watched through writhing eyes at 

their hanging mouths; gloved hands clutching, grasping.  And as they fumbled, 

their blood-curdling screams slowly drowned away into a deafening silence.     

They withdrew, leaving their dying moments an echo inside his mind.  

Air poured into the room and Gallen clutched at his throat, straining to inhale as 

much oxygen as possible; coughing violently in the half-dark room.     

Unable to move, he lay there for several minutes; devoid of any thought 

or purpose.  
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After a time, he managed to draw the strength to pull his knees closer to 

his chest.  And then he cried; hidden emotions finally creeping up on a man who 

had taught himself to forget.   

“They want to go, Commander.” The white cursor looked down at him 

from the screen.  

“I know,” he replied.  

 

***** 

 

The stern hatch was heavy to turn. It had been over seven years since it had last 

been used. Gallen strained and the wheel moved slightly, the four red words 

rotating as it turned.  He remembered why he had written them, and he 

remembered what had happened.  

 The hatch door opened revealing an airlock on the other side of a large 

circular porthole.  Gallen rested his head against it and slowly looked inside.  

There, floating gently in the airless room, were four bodies.  He remembered 

their screams on the intercom, pleading for him to open the hatch.  And he 

remembered the decision he took, for the integrity of the mission, to keep the 

door locked.  There had been a fault in the system.  There was a chance that the 

entire ship would have been depressurised had he conducted a manual override. 

He remembered their hanging faces and how their fingers groped at the 

porthole glass as he looked on.  He remembered how their screams were finally 

silenced as the last of the air was sucked into space.  

 And then he remembered how for seven years he had learnt to deal with 

the guilt.   

By forgetting.   
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He pulled out the empty tube of pills and stared at them. He stared back at 

the bodies drifting in the airlock.  He needed to set them free.  But to do that 

would be accepting he had failed. The fault in the airlock was irreversible. If he 

opened it now, he risked compromising the ship and the entire mission.  He had 

given too much.    

He sealed the hatch and marched to the medical bay. 

“Commander.” Sycom’s voice sounded pleading.   

He entered the door and opened the nearest cupboard.  Dozens and 

dozens of tubes stared back.  He thought about how close to completing the 

mission he was, and grabbed the nearest one. 

**** 

Disconnecting Sycom took Gallen precisely two minutes.  White static fuzzed 

back on the screen.  His re-boot would be triggered the next time the ship’s 

engines were needed.  On the current trajectory it would take approximately two 

weeks to arrive in Pluto’s orbit.  By then Gallen will have awoken with a sore 

head, remembering nothing.   

*** 

Gallen lay down in his sleeping quarters, under a dull crimson light, wondering 

how many times this pattern of events had played out.  

** 

He closed his eyes to the silence, and waited for a scream.   

 


