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The Beat of a Different Drone

By

Corinne Lewandowski

Bleat! Bleat! Bleat!

“Whaaaat?” The flat surface of the cot became a steep slope, and Cinz stopped a faceplant on the concrete floor. “I was sleeping!”

A handspan away from her face, the blur of sapphire and pink sparkles of light bounced off the glittered face of her stepsister, Mitzy. 

“Wake up, lazy!” She tapped her leg with a kick.

“My shift starts in seven hours!” 

Cinz pushed up off the floor. Lizzy, the eldest stepsister, reached down and yanked Cinz’s wrist, making her fall. She slapped on a digital work tracker and started its timer. 

Cinz was yanked up to standing by Lizzy. “Not anymore. You’re doing our cleaning shifts too. ”Lizzy joined Mitzy by the door of the utility room.

“Where’re you going?” Cinz tested her shoulder and wrists to check for damage.

Mitzy held up her tablet. Strobing rainbow colours burst out, sparkling and streaking off the room and containers of supplies. Techno music shattered off the small space. Cinz’s new cluster headache throbbed in time to the sound. 

“Mumsy is getting us new outfits to make the right impression! We’re VIP Gold Band guests to DJ ESZ’s Spectacular tomorrow! This mix has been number one for over a year.”

Duh! You’ve played it Every. Single. Day. More sparkles than substance.

Cinz pulled on her utilitarian work coveralls over boxers and a tank. 

Stepmother “Mumsy” Bitsy convinced them to put everything in her Mum’s name to let insurance cover it, so they signed the docs. The probate revealed the ruse. Bitsy had never bought them anything but loaded the business’ debt. Penniless and responsible for debt to Bitsy, Cinz couldn’t get a free or paid lawyer to sort it. She owed six figures.

“Yeah, yeah. Have fun.” She dragged her customer service smile into her words. Slighting her stepfamily might cause them to fine her for insubordination. 

“Do the vents, drains, and boardrooms before your shift or the contract goes south for Mumsy!”

Crap! They’d done nothing. Fifteen minutes to bike there and she had ten. She slammed into her Mum’s worn-out Docs and tore at the digital work tracker to get it off. Cinz didn’t need a counter to mark down to the wrong kind of screwed. 

It was locked on.

“We’ll pick it up before the client’s morning shift starts. After all, we’re the pretty front of the business.”

At the door, the sisters sing-songed in unison: “Better go or more debt you’ll owe!”

Every. Flippin’. Day. 

Cinz jumped on her bike, pumping hard on the pedals. 
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Ding. Dong.

“We’re closed! You don’t look dead asleep.”

Lela Bianco, proprietor of Lela’s Clean and Fix it shop, didn’t look up. Her reading glasses perched on her broad Filipino nose and the light of her tablet cast an orange tint on her dark brown skin.

“You never close for me!”

Cinz chuckled. She’d seen her working, but not like this. World-famous Drag King Lela Bianco had her Freddie Mercury wig and moustache in place. She wore the white pants striped with red, a white muscle shirt and yellow leather jacket. The juxtaposition in front of the garment conveyer need documenting. Cinz raised her tablet.

“No pics in the shop! I’m leaving for my show. What’s up?” Lela Bianco hoisted a garment bag over her shoulder, the bottom barely clearing the floor.

“The sisters are too busy shopping to work. Gotta test my tweaks on the cleaning drones and hope they get me across the finish line.”

Lela tossed the door fob to Cinz and a big grin lit up her face. “You’ve never failed before despite them. You got this.” She snapped her fingers. “Lock up, engage security, and come over for breakfast to drop off the fob.”

Ding. Dong. She left.

Cinz checked her locked stash at the shop to ensure she had everything, then tossed her duffle on her back. She stood and pumped hard on the pedals of her ole reliable, no speed bike.

Lela Bianco’s my lucky charm. Little miracles. Green lights on the all the bike lanes. 
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“I’m stoked for the stats,” Rupert inspected the last drone against the manifest from Chief of Security Salazar. 

Cinz checked in with her biometrics. “Come up on break and check the action.” Staff were off-site working for preparing the DJ ESZ Spectacular and left the building empty.

“Everything is cuter with googly eyes! They need eyes.” Rupert took selfies with the bot.

“No posting ‘till I okay it!”

“Awwww,” echoed from Rupert through the closed elevator doors. 

Cinz made quick work of lining up her drones to charge. The sun pouring through the large boardroom windows was more than enough to top up their charges.

She cleaned as she assessed the chaos left behind by her family. Repurpose bins were overflowing, and tables were dirty. No staff had ever left glitter and lip prints on mirrors. The berry scent of Mitzy’s trail clogged her nose. 

What can I offer to any deities listening to have some peace from these two?

Caught up on the excess crap, Cinz checked on the drones. The Ducters had charged and self-deployed. She opened her program to show trails of six green lights. Two were bellowing, starting their third floor. One of the Drainers needed the oxygen cleaning cartridge reseated.

“What’s this about?”

An executive walked in. Sunset gleamed off their hairless head and face. The crisp power suit and shirt shimmered and pulsed in the hues of Ultimate Grey. Their ascot fluttered as if in a breeze. Smart glasses with moving workflows.

More credits than sense.

Cinz froze, holding the oxygen cartridge. “The enviro cleaning drones I designed.” 

“This smells great! No, not you. Hold!” Suits spoke at the smart glasses. 

“Oh.” She glanced at the time and reset the cartridge. “Thanks. We aim to please. Clean on time or we do it again!” The slogan made Cinz twitch. 

“No, you aim to please. The regular day shifters are the laziest and are not meeting our standards.” Suits’ eyes focused elsewhere. “Hold on the email. Found a solution.”

“How’s this work?” Suits pointed to the drone.

Cinz prattled off the list. “Solar charged in twenty. Ozone Oxygen treatment to neutralize bacteria. Options for purifying water, video inspections, or custom coding. The program is synched to Rupert’s security schematics. 

Suits narrowed their eyes.

“Chief of Security Salazar authorized everything. You have sole access to data, audio, and video. The drones reference the data to clean effectively and not get lost.”

“Hmmm.” Suits waved Cinz over. She showed them her tablet. Green lines traced through the building showing routes. Remaining resources and issues were noted.

“Twenty hours to charge?

“Umm.” Cinz fumbled. She wasn’t used to presenting. “Minutes.”

“Turf the plan.”

“I am sorry we didn’t fulfill the contract. I’ll just retrieve . . .” Cinz started packing.

Suits laughed. Animatronics were better coded to laugh naturally. They held up a hand to stop Cinz. “Bring up contract C-4920 for addendums. Back in five.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean you. The company breeched the contract. These great critters you designed need to be in rotation.”

“I’ll tell the owner.”

A paper-thin smile crept up on Suits’ face, humanity merging with the slick tech image. Eyes darted across their smart glasses. “I’ve messaged the owner you saved the contract.”

Cinz’s face went neutral. Rocks formed in her stomach.

“I advised the owner to demote the two-day staff. The contract will be amended to promote you to shift leader and implement the drones.”

The rocks tornado-ed her guts. The air felt like it squeezed out of her body. 

“To celebrate your success, take this.”

Suits handed her a glittering wrist band with a hologram of ESZ rippling around it.

“VIP Onyx Band access to the DJ ESZ Spectacular tomorrow.”

Cinz wondering if she could puke bounders.

“Umm. Really. S’okay. Not permitted to accept client gifts. Not big on the music and crowds.” 

Suits choked out a laugh, then leaned in. “Not my idea of fun either.”

Inhaling, Cinz relaxed a touch. 

When they laugh, they look familiar.

“We’ve several maintenance contracts up for renewal. We’d like you to apply. Solo. The owner will meet you at intermission to assess how you can fit with us. I’ll get your schedule arranged. I know your innovation is inline with our principals.

“And you get to meet ESZ too.” Suits smirked. They waved on the way out. “This place smells as fresh as day one!”
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Lela Bianco screeched, and hot water sloshed out of the kettle as she poured.

Cinz’s mug of tea almost flew out of her hand.

“Whaddayoumean You. Are. Not. Going?”

Cinz power scrolled through the messages. “My DM’s are chock full of Evil One and Evil Two blaming me for everything from cleaning better than them to ruining their shopping mood.” ‘Mumsy’ Bitsy piled on with, Wait till I find the clause to let me fire and fine you. “The timing sucks. I’ll reschedule or something.”

Lela
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