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      Torev had never respected Franz’s artistic inclinations. This present disaster wasn’t a good time to get resentful about it.

      Signing up to work on a transport required focus, he knew Torev was right. But to say there was no time for art is pure insanity. Besides, he only wrote in his free time.

      Franz knew Torev well enough to know he agreed there was barely time for coffee or whisky. They’d run out of vodka shipside weeks ago.

      But there was at least time for coffee, because some things were essential to survival.

      It was pointless to gripe about it, and just now not expedient to their mutual preservation. Atmosphere was leaving the transport. Looming death by suffocation focused the mind and attention.

      Franz flicked through ten screens quickly, blurry blue, and fuzzy yellow process scans. They presented a parade of the damages.

      “You can’t stop the barricading machines,” Torev said. “Why would you want to?” 

      “To save your stupid life,” Franz said. He didn’t hate Torev, just resented his existence sometimes.

      Franz saw only Torev’s eyes and the upper bridge of his nose on the tiny square emerald phosphor-screen. Even that small space showed how fully injured Torev’s face was from the impact and its aftermath.

      “Tell me what the hell happened, Franz?”

      “Our loving AI and sensor array ignored some uncharted debris. The rest is, well, here we are.”

      “Damage report?”

      Franz looked at the images. It looked like a layer cake hit by a Billy club that also passed through the table it was sitting upon.

      Fixing it in a timely ship and life-saving timeframe meant that Torev wasn’t going to make it.

      “I’m still gathering data. I think the ship’s mind might be repairing damage to itself from the impact.”

      Franz felt the loneliness just then, heavy on his neck and shoulders. He had no choice but to go onward. Everything was a façade of hope.

      “Hell of a place to take a hit,” Torev said.

      “The whole ship is fragile.”

      “I mean our location in space.”

      “Ah, yes, we are on the ass end of nothing out here.”

      Years to go until they reached Pluto outpost. They were as far from the moon ports of Jupiter as they were close to their destination on the edge of human space.

      Franz didn’t mind alone, but this isolation, out here in the cold of nothing, was like having never existed.

      If auto-repairs failed, they’d both be freeze-dried, dead, and gone. Blasted to dust before anyone found this fucked-up, broken transport.

      Or, the ship could self-repair, and one of them could go on, alone but warm and well fed.

      “Franz,” Torev said. “I know how auto-repair works.” His voice trailed off. “I get it, I’m fucked.”

      He was correct. Moments after impact, Franz had watched the repair bot teams and drones spring instantly into their automated repair routines.

      They fanned out in seething masses, their ceramic and glass bodies swarming over the ship’s damage. Infesting the wound like maggots on a rotting carcass.

      They would seal off and cut away and weld over and refabricate anything to make the expensive ship survive and complete its cargo delivery mission.

      Poor, tempered Torev. No rescue options, and his atmosphere leaking into space.

      Franz imagined a plucky hero devising some strong-armed miraculous idea that impressed everyone and saved the day.

      That wasn’t happening today.

      “As bad luck would have it, Torev,” Franz said. “Your proximity to the impact zone coincided with the ship's automated recovery processes.”

      “Bad luck is all I’ve ever had, or you’re a bad luck charm?”

      Franz smiled at the pluck. Torev was going out like he lived, full of piss and vinegar.

      He imagined the bots and drones busily spreading ship hull repair-film, a plastisteel and ceramic composite, laying it across the wound left by the deadly impact.

      Moment by moment, they worked to seal his fate. An end as certain as freezing to death in space when one’s suit batteries ran dry.

      At a substation control panel, Franz tried flipping two different override toggles. It was no use; the process was one-way and unstoppable.

      Torev laughed. “I’m being canned in here like some tuna.”

      Franz admired the bravery.

      “More akin to entombed, I’m sorry to say.”

      Robots designed to keep the vast city-sized ship whole and functioning, busily guided the spreading automated encasement processes now
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