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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FIRST DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight only entered the droid pit for a short time each day as it passed directly overhead. That’s when the awnings deployed out of the sides of the hexagonal pit, four levels above, and turned the light into a sickly streaked yellow smear that made it look like everything had been pissed on. Deploying the awnings also trapped the heat, raising the temperature by twenty degrees. It also seemed to amplify the cacophony of metal pounding on metal, droid beeps, whistles, and alarms. The rattle and roar of equipment and industrial droids.

      All that—and the way it trapped fumes and smoke that would otherwise escape—was the main reason Paxon Fisk hated that time of the day and so retreated back into the office bay for his ‘lunch break’ when it was time to deploy the awnings. He didn’t extend the same option to his workers. The droids might not mind, but Erik Chase had discovered the dangers on his first day — much to his chagrin.

      Taking a job in the droid pit hadn’t been his first pick. Or his tenth. He wanted to get a berth on a starship. That took experience and education that Erik didn’t have at eighteen with only access to basic instruction courses. Same courses everyone had access too, and even though he’d done well in all of the exams, didn’t add up to the advanced lessons money provided to the wealthier children of Rockswood. To get more education and experience, Erik’s father—a grim-faced giant working in power systems—said he had to do it on his own. They didn’t have the money. And there wasn’t any chance that Erik was going to get a starship berth anyway, might as well learn a trade.

      Learn a trade. Right. So far today, Erik’s “trade” involved hauling parts in a disused repair bay, one of five that radiated off the lowest level of the droid pit. He was supposed to organize, clean, and store the parts and the bay so it could be put to use.

      “Can’t put the droids on it,” Paxon said, his breath wheezing between the gaps in his teeth. Welding scars poxed leathery skin on his face, neck, and arms. “Gets their circuits in a knot. Too many judgment calls. They’re too damn literal and I don’t want to be bugged by stupid questions. Got it?”

      Erik had eyed the massive bay. It looked like a junk yard. It was a junk yard. It looked like the bay had been used to hold every discarded bit of equipment, droid parts, and broken tools. Right up front, half of an excavator droid leaned over onto a pile of crates holding spent power cells. A junkyard covered in soot, grime, and brittle wasp webs. Which meant a lot of the blood-suckers nesting in the junk. Maybe Paxon’s scars weren’t all from welding.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll get on it. I can do it.”

      Paxon’s eyes narrowed and his lips twisted. For a couple heartbeats, Erik thought the cadaverous man might change his mind. Then he shrugged.

      “Guess we’ll see. Got gloves?”

      Erik pulled a pair of his father’s old gloves from his back pocket.

      Paxon shook his head. “Okay. Get on it. If you make it through the day and haven’t wasted my time, I’ll consider keeping you on. Four hundred a week. Keep your eyes and ears open. Pay attention. Don’t ask stupid questions. If you’re no better than a droid, I don’t need you. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir,” Erik said, his gut sinking. Four hundred a week. It didn’t sound too bad in abstract, to start, but looking at the bay he was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be nearly enough. Not by a long shot.

      Paxon waved a hand like an aborted blow. “Stop gawking and get on it.”

      Face burning, Erik turned away from the man and walked the five meters into the bay.

      Out of the main pit, the light in the bay was dim. None of the panels above or on the supporting columns were lit. Erik walked across the bay to the right and searched the front and inside walls for any sort of controls. The massive segmented door was all the way up—but he didn’t find controls for that either.

      With a sigh, he started walking all the way back across the full width of the bay to repeat the search on the other side. Three-quarters of the way across he heard a sniggering laugh nearby.

      Erik turned his head. A man, looking a few years older than Erik, was walking by the bay with a quadruped dome-top tool droid. The man turned his head away, covering his grin with a gloved hand. His coveralls were folded down around his waist, leaving a muscled chest and arms bare, brown skin tight and covered in geometric tattoos of agitator filth. Erik quickly looked away and picked up his pace. Agitators meant trouble. Often there was a crowd of them out by the spaceport, protesting Rockswood’s support for off-planet wars. It was insane. The resources Rockswood exported were used in all sorts of industries, but the agitators were only focused on weapons manufacturing.

      Not the sort of thing he needed to be involved with. His father would kill him if he ever showed any interest in the agitators.

      He discovered that the left side of the bay also lacked any controls beside the opening or inside. Not even controls for the massive door overhead. Not that he planned to lower it—the air inside the bay already smelled bad enough. If the ventilation systems in the bay were off too, closing the door across the front of the bay would be suicidal. And without light panels, it would put him into the dark.

      Maybe the controls are at the back? Erik looked around. There wasn’t anyone nearby. The man with the tool droid had disappeared into the maze of equipment, crates, vehicles, and other items around the empty center of the droid pit. But he did see Paxon over mid-way across the pit, working on a giant excavator droid. He was using a lift droid to hold up a busted excavator limb while he pulled cabling from the joint. That didn’t stop him from noticing Erik watching. A scowl immediately darkened his expression.

      Heart beating faster. Erik turned around and walked into the dim bay. He didn’t dare look back again.

      As his eyes adjusted to the dimly illuminated interior, he discovered he could see well enough near the large bay opening. The bay was big enough to take private starships, even the quick orbital scout craft that the agency maintained for Rockswood’s defense. With all of the junk in here, you couldn’t even fit a surface hauler. Crates, busted droids, parts of all kinds spilled out of boxes and covered surfaces. He’d entered an uneven path of sorts between stacks on his left that reached three to four meters up the wall. The piles on his right lacked the support of a wall, but reached similar heights. In some places sections of metal shelving held an assortment of cardboard, plastic, and metal boxes and bins of smaller parts. Brittle wasp webs spanned the darker surfaces and deeper reaches of the junk piles. What they didn’t cover was dirty and covered in grease, dust, and other grime. If there was any order to it, Erik didn’t see it.
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