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  *** Description ***




  




  Captain Carme Batista doesn't have time for anything other than fighting the next battle. A distraction could mean death for her and her squadron.




  




  But Felix isn't an ordinary janitor. He remembers things no one else does, unobtrusively attentive, seeming to sense what she needs before even she knows it.




  



  He doesn't seem to understand she has no emotion left. The war with the Chion destroyed them a long time ago.




  




  Or did it?
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  Mop Jockeys and Fighter Pilots




  Another fight in another star system.




  Another stalemate, with neither side advancing. Only losses.




  All the space battles melded together into one long-running fight in Captain Carme Batista's mind. Far too many battles. Far too many people lost. Battleships replaced by new ones, the design the same with only the names changed.




  Captain Batista watched fighters from her wing come to a stop in the hangar bay. Out of the corner of her eye a cart with bright yellow plastic around the edges rolled into view. On one side a mop stuck out at an angle, threatening to tip out of a bucket of water.




  The cart stopped and a yellow warning sign slid across the floor.




  Jenson landed, one part of an engine mount partially blown away. A bit more and the engine wouldn't have been there. Another new pilot on the front lines of the Human-Chion war. Better than most, as indicated by his ability to get his damaged bird safely landed, but still far too green.




  "How did it go?"




  She didn't bother to look for whom was speaking. She knew. She'd come to dread his regular questions after each mission even as one part of her reveled that someone cared enough to show up each and every time. "Three lost that I know of. I'll know more soon."




  "Such a tragedy," Felix said, his mop making swishing sounds against the floor behind her.




  "Why do we do this?" She asked, checking off another arrival. For some reason she wondered what his last name might be. She wasn't sure she'd ever heard.




  "Because I care."




  "Caring is a good way to burn out," she said. Any longer the people on her list were essentially just names. Faces passing by for a short while, matched up with the call-letters of their fighters. She couldn't go beyond that. Not in the middle of a war.




  "Caring is to live." The swishing continued along with the movement of the cart. "How are you doing this evening?"




  "I'll be better when the last two birds land," she said shortly. Two more landings, but neither from her squadron. "It's dangerous to be cleaning down here while damaged birds are landing after a battle."




  Felix chuckled. "And you say that every time, as well."




  She lowered the small flat computer, letting it thump against her flight-suit covered thigh, turning towards him. "And why do you do this every time? Isn't there enough of the rest of the ship to clean?"




  Gray eyes turned up towards her even as he kept the mop moving in a regular pattern. A simple cap covered a head of dark hair slowly going bald. He might look distinguished with the balding and slight gray at the temples, but the rounded cheeks shattered the perception.




  "I'm here for you." He gave a sad smile. A sadness she didn't feel was aimed at himself, but for her.




  And she didn't like it. She wasn't to be pitied. She did what needed to be done, to stand the line to keep the Chion from advancing forward. Protecting the human worlds beyond.




  "Again, why do you do this? A captain and a janitor have no future together. Ever. Against regs," she said, marking down another arrival. And in an undamaged bird, as well. She would have to give her congratulations to Ltn. Pintor, despite what the praise might do to the man's ego.
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