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Tahir is Chief Maintenance Officer of Nebula Station, though he prefers to just call himself Head Janitor. It's a good job, allowing him to get away from the tensions of the more heavily trafficked zones, avoid most people, and keeps him well away from the ominous Lharaz, because why would they ever bother to threaten such an unimportant zone?

Then he's dragged into a media story about the invisible heroes behind the lines, bringing him face to face with an old crush, and the enemy he thought he was sure to avoid.
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About a Bot

Tahir was woken up by Bagel bot freaking out. "Variance off by point two of a percent," Bagel bot was repeating, spinning in a very small circle. "Variance off by point two of a percent."

"That's within normal parameters," he said muzzily, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He wasn't actually sure what Bagel bot was referring to, but it didn't matter. Point two percent wasn't anything to stress about in almost any context.

Tahir sat up with a groan, and asked, "What time is it?"

"Nine forty-three a.m.," the computer replied in its mellifluous, gender neutral voice.  Spider crept closer to him along the wall, and Tank's stronger motor hummed as it maneuvered around the floor, clearing the way for his eventual walk to the bathroom.

He groaned. It was probably about time he got up and got going. The space station wasn't going to clean itself. Although, actually, it might.

Tahir was, according to the station roster, the Chief Maintenance Officer of the Galactic Force station M163, although it was known colloquially as Nebula Station. He enjoyed calling himself the head janitor, fully aware that he was the only janitor... Well, at least the only flesh and blood one. His entire staff was automated; they were all scutters and crawlers of various shapes and sizes, which, in theory, should have made his job easier. But the reason the job wasn't fully automated was simply because no one had ever perfected the maintenance bot that could supervise and fix other maintenance bots. Who would fix the maintenance bot if it needed maintenance? So Tahir was essentially a custodian-slash-bot wrangler. He didn't mind it, though, as he found machines more reliable than people.

He stretched and headed straight for the bathroom, ignoring the impatient robots circling his feet. Most of these were what he called his "pet" robots, ones that no longer served a specific janitorial purpose, but were too good to junk. He knew this made him an eccentric to many, but he didn't care, as he had been called worse.

He'd been counting on the sonic shower to wake him up, but it didn't. What inevitably woke Tahir up was checking his calendar on his internal optical implant, and seeing a new task there, added by Commander Leopold herself.

Tahir tapped the comm implant behind his ear. "Commander, this is CMO Domi."

"Go ahead, Domi," she replied.

"Why does it say I'm meeting with a representative of the Galactic News Service on my schedule?"

"Oh, didn't I tell you?" she replied brightly. "GNS is doing a feature on people behind the scenes, those of us behind the lines. It's not just the mech pilots and ship's crew who are heroes."

Tahir groaned as Bagel bot finally triggered the door open, and she wheeled in, circling around his ankles. She looked exactly like a Bagel, but with tiny wheels, and she was exactly Bagel sized too, a bit smaller than a human hand. She actually had a name, Maddy, but in his mind he always called her Bagel bot. She was just so darn cute, and so many of her brothers and sisters were thrown on the scrap heap once they upgraded the vent scrubbers. That had been just a couple of weeks before he came here, so he was only able to rescue Bagel bot, and to scavenge enough parts from broken units to repair Bagel's busted pieces. Of course, he was probably the only one who thought these weird little cleaning bots were adorable. Most people didn't think of them at all. "I don't want to be someone's feel-good human interest story."

"No! I've seen the reports, they're great. You're a natural. Besides, he requested you."

Now that was truly baffling. "He did? Who the hell is this guy?"

"Jorian Sanchez. He's a real cutie too. Have you seen his profile on the GNS site?"

The name hit him like a blast of cold water. "Jorian? Oh, Einstein on a crutch."

"What, you know him?"

Tahir stared at himself in the mirror, glad he never got the optical implant so he could see faces, and vice versa. Because much to his horror, he was watching himself blush, a physiological response he was sure he left behind in his teens. "We went to the same academy. I was pretty sure he didn't know I was alive. I guess I was wrong."

"Academy, huh?" Leopold's voice took on a warm, teasing tone. "Was he as cute back then?"

The last time Tahir had seen Jorian, he'd been eighteen and as cute as the days on Orchida Four were long. He hadn't seen him as an adult, but it wasn't hard to extrapolate. "Probably even more so. He was always genetically gifted."

"That must have been nice," Leopold replied, although he had no idea what she was talking about. Leopold was among the most aesthetically pleasing commanders he'd ever seen, even though she wasn't his type. And, considering her wife, he wasn't her type either. "Well, he's due in on the Cormorant, docking at two o'clock. I'd be happy to let you greet him in my stead."

"No, please... I have to make sure the leak in cargo bay three is sufficiently patched anyways. All we'd need is a bunch of ruined goods, whether by water leak or air loss."

"Okay. But then he's all yours. Leopold out."

Tahir sighed. Of all the things he thought he'd deal with on a commerce port in the middle of nowhere, an old crush had never occurred to him.

He thought Nebula was the perfect place to work on his bot rehabilitation hobby, to get away from the tensions in the more well-traveled zones, to be away from lots of people, and to be free of any threat of the Lharaz, because why would they come here? There was no strategic advantage to this system, or any goods worth stealing.

It was kind of surprising that, by now, no one had actually discovered what the Lharaz looked like, or successfully communicated with them. It was fun to look back on old science fiction, where communication and friendly aliens seemed like a stone's throw away, and then confront the existence of the Lharaz: a mysterious alien race that would not (or could not) communicate, and was just interested in destruction of other aliens—namely Earthlings. No attempts at communication had worked, and all Earthlings could do was hold them off, but how long was that going to last? There were a whole bunch of questions, and not much in the way of answers. Answers would have been nice, but Tahir knew that was probably way too much to ask for. They were very alien, at least in their thought patterns, as no one had successfully predicted their next move. The Lharaz were adequate twenty-fourth century replacements for the boogeyman in the dark.

But as a janitor, he didn't have to worry about this kind of shit. It was for the guys with the fancier titles to work out. All he had to do was his job, which was keeping Nebula Station sparkling and all background systems working as they should. And he was glad, as this bigger picture stuff made his head hurt.

When he moved, Bagel bot zipped out of his way and returned to the bedroom of his living quarters, where he continued getting dressed. Bagel bot zipped around in lazy circles, as she liked to do that. As robots went, she was a ball of energy, and liked to keep busy. Well, as much as a robot without a true AI unit could like anything. But he knew he thought of these machines as his pets, as things with something akin to feelings, even though that wasn't possible. He was projecting big time, he knew it, and yet it didn't stop him.

Along with Bagel bot, Tahir had Spider and Tank. Spider was one of the beta series of wallcrawlers, used to seek out cracks and microscopic damage in hard-to-reach areas, such as the hulls of space stations or battle cruisers. They had been supplanted by the delta and epsilon versions of wallcrawlers, but Tahir thought there was an elegance to the beta models. Sure, a lot of people got kind of creeped out by them because their design did look so much like actual spiders, but there was a kind of simple beauty in it. Tank was just that. A squat, square box on seamless treads, it also had a hose jutting out of the center of its 'head', which could alternately be used as a vacuum cleaner or a tube that could apply various liquid or dry compounds. It was a twenty-five year old floor cleaning machine, so out of date it looked nothing like what they used nowadays, but its bulkier design was kind of charming, and he could program it do many things. For instance, it was forever on crumb and dust patrol, but when he was bored, it would lob dried peas at him, and hoover them back up. (Well, he thought it was funny.)
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