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      The ship bot trundled along ahead of Chinoso. Nice solid magnetic tread and sturdy grasper arms attached to its boxy body. Looked like it had real good motors in there, well able to handle any size of load as long as it could get a grip on things. Problem that Chinoso saw was that it didn't matter how strong you were when your load was a hundred times bigger than you were. Even tugs needed to be able to get some form of leverage to be effective.

      The antigrav pad it'd been sent to deliver was huge. Box on it was huge, too. Easily twenty times bigger than the bot, to the point where Chinoso hadn't bothered trying to squeeze around the bot and its load. Weren't enough centimeters between the wall and the load for her to make it.

      Little thing seemed way too small to push a freight pad that big but either it was stronger'n it looked or the pad was lighter because it didn't have a speck of trouble until they hit the left turn back towards the Cargo Bay P. Then the pad kept on going straight when the bot tried to turn it left.

      "Whoop, let me help, kiddo," Chinoso said as she ran over and grabbed the tail end of the pad.

      Kind of nice to be able to help. Her last job inspecting repairs before ships left port had required that she do nothing at all to help or encourage anyone. Had to be one hundred percent impartial in all ways, like that was a possibility for a human. Even bots had trouble being truly impartial. They were programed by humans, after all.

      Handles were a bit loose, giving her a mushy grip on the thing. That'd need to be fixed. Soon. Antigrav or not, the pad was unwieldly as all hell even if the handles were actually securely attached. Eight feet long and four wide, good six high, the thing was big as a life pod if not half so ugly. The ship bot beeped at her, a long, scolding whine of a beep that Chinoso couldn't interpret yet given that she'd only just started on the ship today.

      "Can't understand you yet, kiddo," Chinoso said. "Sorry. They've not linked me into the comm systems. But I'd hate for it or you to be damaged when I could just help a little. Let me steady the back. You can zip around the side and push against it."

      The ship bot's camera zoomed in on her face just like it was squinting at her. Cute. Chinoso grinned and shrugged, making her rainbow box braids shift on her shoulders. The bot booped-whoop-chittered at her, whatever that meant, and then did as Chinoso had suggested.

      Together they got the pad around the corner, backing and moving forward. Pretty obvious that these things smacked into the walls all the time. There were scarred spots all over the place where loads had cut through the nice grass-mat wall covering to reveal the bare steel panels underneath. Even the floor had spots where bot treads had dug in and cut into the rubber floor insulation. Kinda a shit thing to send a single bot to manage something this big. Made Chinoso a little bit annoyed at her new boss. Only a little though.

      Captain Marie Davidovic had said outright that the Phoenix ran short-handed both of bots and people. That's why she'd hired Chinoso on with benefits a damn-sight better than anything she'd gotten on her other ships. Always true that you did better on a Ceelen ship but Captain Davidovic had gone about four steps further with Chinoso's contract. Good pay, all the upgrades to her nanites possible, a share in the profits and a solid chance that Chinoso would take over the maintenance department if old Inyene Waltz did end up retiring after this trip.

      That kind of advancement wasn't something you came on very often. Of course, made her wonder why no one'd stayed on long enough to be Waltz's second. She'd find out soon enough. Cargo Bay P was right up ahead.

      "Where the hell you been?" Inyene Waltz shouted from up in the fire suppression system. She dangled from it by a harness instead of using a pad as a platform or maybe a ladder.

      "Eh, helping a bot deliver a load," Chinoso said. She stared up at Waltz until the woman glared down at her. "Got a reason you're risking your neck that way?"

      "Got about twenty reasons and I'm not risking my neck," Waltz replied so sharp and nasty that yeah, she was probably the real reason no one would stay on in maintenance. "Use your damned brain, girl. Everyone's said you got one, unlike the other candidates the Captain's shoved at me."

      Chinoso raised an eyebrow as Waltz went back to work on the fire suppression system. Cursing under her breath, no less. Not the nicest person around there. She could deal with it for the pay she'd be getting but if Waltz was this bad on first meeting, Chinoso wasn't sure that she wanted to see what Waltz was like in a crisis after not enough sleep and with time pressure on her.

      So why would an old, old woman with skin leather-tanned by radiation and hair white as fresh harvested comet ice haul her ass up into the rafters on a harness and ropes instead of some logical way?

      Quick look around answered that question nicely. Cargo Bay P was full of explosives. Lots and lots of explosives. Chinoso whistled as she counted the carefully tagged, warning-label-covered, and extensively sealed loads. Each of them had their own personal pad. Not customer-supplied pads. Nope, of course not. The customer had apparently expected the Phoenix to supply pads for the entire trip.

      "I hope those pads lock to the flooring automatically," Chinoso commented after a few seconds staring around Cargo Bay P.

      "Both magnetically and mechanically," Waltz said. "Left us with just three pads to transfer goods in and out of the cargo bays. Got most of 'em working on shifting cargo in the bays."

      "Explains why that bot was struggling by itself," Chinoso said with a slow nod. "Right then. Captain Davidovic said you could link me into the comm system. And yes, before you ask, Doctor Rhydderch is not available to do it. Apparently, someone named Tasi is having their baby."

      Waltz turned and stared down at Chinoso with delight. Strange look on her sour face. Even joy looked grumpy on a face that wrinkled and used to scowling.

      "Finally," Waltz exclaimed. "Right, I'm done up here. Stay back and I'll be down."

      She didn't wait for Chinoso to move. No reason to, honestly, given that Chinoso hadn't gotten anywhere near to underneath her while she waited. Still a bit of a surprise once Waltz was on the floor again. Skinny as she was, wire and gristle wrapped around bone, Waltz was a bare one and a half meters tall compared to Chinoso's one point eight meters. Even when she was young, Waltz must've been skinny, wiry. Chinoso felt like she was ungainly, big as garbage scow next to her.

      Took all of two seconds for Waltz to link Chinoso into the comms and give her permission to hear the chatter, human and bot. Not a lot of human chatter but wow, there was tons and tons of bot chatter. Little bot she'd helped was busily cursing a blue streak that'd do Chinoso's Ma proud. Of course, it seemed to be stuck in another narrow spot so she couldn't really blame it.

      "So, where you want me to spend my time?" Chinoso asked.

      Waltz scowled. "Don't even know what sort of skills you've got. How'm I supposed to know where to send you?"

      Chinoso scowled right back at her. From her greater height, it was usually pretty darn impressive. Waltz didn't seem to notice the scowl at all. Huh. She truly did need to retire if she was this stubborn and unhappy.

      "Look at my file," Chinoso said. "Pretty much anything you got that needs fixing, I can work on. I've done most everything short of rebuilding Wave engines from the floor up."

      "Nobody's done that," Waltz said. Her eyes went vague for a second, then sharp as she stared up into Chinoso's eyes. "Ah. You really were hired to be my replacement."

      "Eventually," Chinoso said with a shrug. "I'm in no rush. Seemed like the Captain was so where you want me first? And second. Third priority would be good, too, so that I don't have to keep coming back like a little kid given her first chores."

      Finally, Waltz laughed. Short bark of laughter but it was better than Chinoso had expected. A moment later and the comm system served her a list of twenty things that needed to be fixed before they could leave port. The system also helpfully gave her a countdown timer saying that they needed it all fixed in the next thirty-seven hours.

      "Wow."

      "Captain doesn't believe in having us carry extra hands," Waltz said. She marched out of Cargo Bay P, heading towards the next one. Which turned out to be full of more explosives. Lovely. "You got your tools. You got your list of things to fix. Message me if you find something you can't handle by yourself."

      She stomped off to hook her harness up to a winch so that she could get up into the rafters and continue work on the fire suppression system. Which, frankly, was first priority what with explosives filling the cargo bays. Chinoso stared up at her, looked at the explosives, and took item number two on the list: shorts in the navigation computer up in the pilot's chair.

      With a quick side trip to help the little bot, which she nicknamed Blue for its swearing, out of its tight spot.

      The Phoenix was a lovely ship, really. Combined cargo and passenger transport so the walls were properly clad with reed mats woven from grasses grown in the hydroponic gardens. Floors weren't bare steel. They were actually pretty soft on the foot when you were walking around. Good air, nicely recycled and cleansed and the rooms were all kept up pretty well, even down in the cargo bays.

      But there was a worn edge to everything that pretty quick had Chinoso's teeth on edge. Captain Davidovic was the owner / proprietor and she clear as day didn't believe in spending money on anything less than a full breakdown. Regular maintenance was skimped on and Chinoso almost started cursing like Blue when she realized that there was no schedule at all for preventive maintenance. Only thing that got proper preventive maintenance was the Wave Drive. Without that, the Phoenix would be dead in space so Captain Davidovic couldn't risk letting it slide.

      "Do you think you can fix it before we leave?" Pilot Abimbola Rosa asked so hopelessly that Chinoso stopped working to stare at her. "Inyene always swears that she'll get to it but she's not had the time yet."

      Short and slight, Rosa was dark-skinned to the point of blending into the shadows of the pilot's room and hesitant in ways that made Chinoso wonder what was going on with her. Most pilot's Chinoso had met were cocky, determined, in your face. Rosa looked like she wanted to hide in the shadows where no one could see her. Even her clothes were dark black and navy blue, making her that much more invisible.

      "Can't blame her for that," Chinoso said. She lay back down and scooted enough that she could get at the shorted wires. "The list I was giving to work on has twenty things on it. Waltz is working on making sure the explosives don't go up."

      "…That's more important," Rosa said. With a horrified little laugh that was near enough to get Chinoso out from under the pilot's chair to give her a nice hug.

      "Damn right on that," Chinoso agreed. "But so's this. Last thing I want is a pilot who can't pilot because the chair's messed up. You need your sensors working correctly if you're going to sculpt the wave right."

      "Especially with explosives on board," Rosa agreed.

      She sighed, staying right there until Chinoso finished ten minutes later. The repairs weren't too big. Really, it'd just been some shorts caused by the age of the wires plus a fuse that blew out and wasn't replace. Chinoso pulled out three extra fuses and passed them to Rosa.

      "Okay, so," Chinoso said as she pointed to the tiny fuse box on the base of the chair. "See this spot right here? That's the fuse box. If this light," she tapped the teeny-tiny little blue one at the very bottom of Rosa's control panel, "goes out, that fuse needs to be replaced. Frankly, the whole system needs a proper upgrade. Wires in this thing are a bit old. But for now, you're going to be in charge of changing that fuse. You go through all three fuses, you contact me. I'll come up and do some field repairs. But for now, hopefully, those three fuses'll get us through to delivering the explosives at which point there'll hopefully be time to make this right."

      Rosa stared at the little fuses, a bare centimeter each, like they were worth more than gold. More than platinum and fresh ice hauled from the Oort Cloud. Another oddity that made Chinoso wonder just what she was getting herself into.

      "Thank you," Rosa whispered. "I'll take care of it."

      "Expect you will," Chinoso said as she patted Rosa's shoulder. "After all, it's your chair. Better you take care of it, easier your piloting will be. Call when you get through all three."

      Rosa nodded. As she walked away to the next task, Chinoso could feel Rosa's eyes on her back. What was going on here? Two employees weren't a trend, not with a crew of eight but add those two employees to the bots and the weird decision not to challenge the customer on the pads? Then add in the huge list of repairs and not enough time to take care of them. Turned the whole thing into a problem that Chinoso wasn't quite clear on.

      At least she had thirty-six hours before the Phoenix departed the station. Should be able to figure it out by then.
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