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A

row of glittering whiskey tumblers on a mahogany countertop, lined up in a neat row, freshly polished. Nobody had drunk from them in over two centuries. But it didn't matter. It was Xavier’s job to keep them clean, so that was what he did. 

A viewport took up most of the far wall. It twinkled with a perpetual drift of stars, and one corner glowed a vibrant blue from the Plasma Drive. Behind him, rows of glittering bottles created a chaotic rainbow of vibrant colors. In between stood a scattering of high tables surrounded by comfortable stools. They were empty except for one table with a Guest draped over the top. 

Xavier’s eyes wandered to the open front door. He knew that a brief moment of interest would be coming up soon. Then, right on time, a sweeper appeared, cleaning the already immaculate walkway outside the Habana Taverna with distant ambivalence while all the time being careful not to disturb any of the corpses. 

“Evening,” Xavier called out and wished, as he always did, that cleaners had names. Bartenders need names; cleaners do not. 

The sweeper proceeded past without so much as an acknowledgment of his existence, focused on the job at hand and issuing perfunctory apologies to the prostrate Guests. Bartenders need feelings; cleaners do not.

Xavier adjusted the display of ancient cigars, then made a start at cleaning the pristine cocktail glasses. The stars glittered like the glass in his hand. How many of them had worlds with bars where people drink cocktails, or anything else for that matter? On how many of them did the nights hum with the chatter of tipsy, flirting patrons.

Pouring drinks and engaging in relaxed conversations with Guests defined his existence. But he hadn’t mixed a cocktail or spoken to a human since the accident. So, since no one gave him anything else to do, he kept the bar tidy and polished the glasses.

On most other days, the bar's lights would dim when closing time arrived. Xavier would settle into sleeping mode for the remainder of the arbitrarily assigned night-time hours until socially acceptable drinking time would again arrive. 

But he knew that tonight would be different. An additional bit of slight and predictable interest had been scheduled. Right on cue, it sailed in. 

“Evening,” the inspector stated to the non-present bar manager. “Please present your facilities for inspection.” 

Without waiting for a reply, the inspector scuttled off, scrutinizing every millimeter of the bar, making notes along the way, and ignoring the bartender as though he weren’t there. Nothing had moved in the establishment for almost a quarter millennium. Thus, nothing presented itself as being out of the ordinary until it came to Xavier.

“This Unit requires repair,” the inspector declared matter-of-factly after a moment of assessment. 

Xavier’s left arm had been giving him trouble, and now a Repair Unit would be coming past soon – more excitement. 

“However, the voyage is due to end in two weeks, and the final approach will start within 24 hours. It would not be an efficient use of resources to repair this Unit. If it gives any serious trouble before then, kindly request a Repair Unit to perform necessary work only.” 

With that, the inspector glided out of the Habana Taverna. The lights dimmed, leaving Xavier to reflect on the new information in the gloom. He had always known that the point of their journey was to deliver a group of colonists to a distant planet. Once there, the ship and everything on board would be repurposed and recycled. This included Xavier. But, until this moment, it hadn’t occurred to him that the day would ever arrive. 

In the gentle twilight that never fully turned to night, Xavier considered his mortality. Robot bartenders weren’t equipped with existential dread subroutines. They were, however, programmed with sufficient emotions to simulate casual conversation with inebriated patrons. He noticed a few of these feelings fighting for attention at once. 

A more than subtle shade of sadness rose inside him. Reminding him that he would never again mix any of the over four thousand cocktails in his memory banks. Or hear the bubbling chatter of a bar full of well-oiled customers. 

He detected a distinct hint of fear as he visualized the moment when an order would be given, plunging him into black oblivion for eternity. 

And could that be anger hanging around in the background? Anger at the micro-meteorite that punched a hole in the side of the ship a quarter of the way into the journey, causing the atmosphere to escape and instantly killing every human on board. Anger at missing out on doing the only things he felt compelled to do.

As all these feelings mixed into a general sensation of unfairness, a seed of a new emotion incubated inside Xavier - cold determination wrapped inside the warm glow of anticipation. Fueled by this strange new sensation, an unusual concept started to develop. An idea that, at first, Xavier failed to understand – he needed to leave the Habana Taverna. 

From the moment he became aware, Xavier had been stationed behind the bar of the Habana Taverna, ready to serve. It was a task that had given meaning to his existence. The prospect of leaving his assignment filled Xavier with many of the same feelings as the idea of being terminated. 

The notion turned around inside his mind for a long while. Every time he inspected it from a new angle, it looked stranger than before. The concept was awkwardly shaped and refused to fit into his existing subroutines. Eventually, his processor found a small space into which it could be wedged - it needed a sturdy shove before it stuck. And then he made up his mind to try.

Xavier placed the threadbare cloth on the counter and crept from behind the bar. The perpetual light from the promenade shone with an almost solid brightness. The barkeeper snuck closer to the glowing unknown.

Xavier paused for a moment in the arch of the door. The walkway outside glistened like polished glass, and shop windows sparkled. If Service Units breathed, then Xavier would be holding his breath. 

A small Cleaner Unit flashed in through the door without paying him the slightest attention. 

“Good evening,” Xavier said as a strange and dull new feeling flushed over him. For the first time, he felt relieved to be ignored. 

He waited for a second longer. The squat little machine disappears between the waist-high chairs. Then Xavier plunged into the bright world outside. 

The lighting inside the Habana Taverna never rose over a social glow. Smooth, easy jazz wafted from the sound system. In contrast, the Promenade shone with an intrusive glare. Music like someone had put random notes together in a sharp but not unpleasant manner hit him in an alien way.

The wayward Bartender Unit reorganized his thoughts. Not too far from the entrance to the bar, he spotted the glowing red cross he needed to reach to put his plan into action. He focused on the growing determination inside him as he pushed on. He expected someone to ask him why he had left his station at any moment. 

“Good evening, Sir!” The voice hit Xavier as a sudden but not unexpected blow. “May I interest you in a table for one?”

Xavier turned his head to the speaker. He recognized the barely perceptible intonation of hope and near-desperation in the voice. The sign read Mama’s 24-hour Ristorante, and standing in the doorway might just as well have been a mirror.

“My name is Giovanni, Sir. Will you be joining us tonight?”

“Maybe...” The determination of Xavier’s mission drifted out of focus. He noticed the expectant glow behind the Waitron Unit’s eyes intensifying. And he imagined that his own eyes must be doing the same. Without realizing it, he turned from his path and into the restaurant.

“Excellent!” At first, Giovanni stood in place while joints that had not moved in decades attempted to return to life. Eventually, they gave in, and he began to make his way to a small table with two gleaming metal chairs. A lighthearted tune danced at the edge of hearing. “Will this do, Sir?” 

Xavier felt a heavy weight of expectation on him. “It will do fine,” he said and realized that he would have to sit down, an action he had never performed before. 

After short contemplation, he moved the chair back half a pace to create enough maneuvering space. The weight distribution calculations took the shortest time before he took the plunge. 

Bit by bit, he bent his knees and stuck his bottom out in a most inelegant move. The realization soon dawned that he had passed the point of no return. Xavier toppled backward in a barely controlled calamity. He registered the impact and heard the clatter of metal on metal. 

Xavier did a quick audit of the situation, and he satisfied himself that he had indeed ended up in a mostly seated position on the intended chair. He pushed down any thoughts of how he might in future rise to his feet again and concentrated on regaining some dignity.

“A moment while I collect a menu, Sir,” Giovanni said once he appeared satisfied that the situation had safely concluded itself. 

As the Waitron Unit scurried off, Xavier realized he had allowed his mission to drift astray. He took the moment to work out how he ended up in a seat that he might not get out of again, waiting to order a meal that he had no hope of being able to eat. 

His mental calculations found themselves severely hampered as a strange and constant concern clouded his thoughts. When will his new companion come back? 

The weight soon lifted as Giovanni returned promptly. He held a laminated piece of cardboard folded in on itself several times.

“Your menu, Sir.” Giovanni placed the menu on the table. The words "Mamma’s Ristorante" in the same style as the sign at the entrance emblazoned the cover. “I will leave Sir to peruse our selection.” He notably failed to depart.

Xavier surveyed the menu where it still lay on the table. Then the beaming Waitron Unit, feeling pointed anticipation bearing down on him. He knew, in theory, the procedure expected of him. But going through the charade of ordering a meal he didn't intend to eat came across as a step too far.

“I am not going to order anything,” Xavier said, having considered the situation. Giovanni sagged as though someone let a bit of air out of him. “As you wish, Sir. Have a good evening. And please return soon.” For a moment it appeared as though he might turn and leave. 

“I do not want any food, but I would like to stay a while longer. If that is in order,” Xavier blurted out. 

The generic Italian background music remained as the only sound in the Ristorante. The Waitron Unit stared into the near distance. 

Eventually, he pulled himself fully upright again. “That will be fine.” He stared expectantly at Xavier.

All of Xavier’s social programming required someone to first order a drink. Starting a conversation was not a required skill for a Service Unit. He searched his database of bar-side banter for anything that might be suitable. None of the recommended topics presented themselves as being of much use under the circumstances. Giovanni’s silent gaze grew ever more expectant. 

“I must try to stop the ship from reaching its destination.” A lengthy silence followed in which they both attempted to make sense of the words that escaped from Xavier. 

“Why...?” The single-word question from the Waitron Unit captured an essay of confusion.

“When the ship reaches its destination, we will all be recycled.” Xavier made the statement as much to himself by way of explaining his illogical actions as to the puzzled face in front of him.

“Correct.” Giovanni seemed to have one foot back on solid ground.

“Do you want to be recycled?”

The light in Giovanni’s eyes dimmed as the solid ground dropped away, and he teetered over a chasm of confusion. “No?”

Even with his non-existent experience with oratory style, Xavier realized that he needed to be standing for the next part of his speech to have the required gravitas. 

“Just a moment,” Xavier said as a seed of dread grew inside where his stomach would be if he had one.

He decided to try to repeat the sequence of events that ended with him being seated but in reverse. That only led to him straightening his legs and kicking the table. Next, he leaned forward as far as possible. Pushing against the armrests before stiffening his body produced a grain of success- but also left him hovering in mid-air. He could feel the moment and his dignity slipping away from him.

“Please give me a push,” he said when he found no assistance being volunteered.

The Waitron Unit moved into position and started to apply force from behind. At first, nothing happened. Then, by degrees, Xavier moved closer to an upright position. As he reached an erect stance, he overbalanced. But he found the table sufficiently sturdy to arrest his momentum. 

Xavier felt a very real and sudden need to ignore the spectacle he had just put on. “Now...” He searched his memory for what he intended to say before standing up. “Oh yes, recycling... I do not want to be recycled either. And I am sure none of the other Units would choose it if they had a say in the matter.”

“But it is part of our purpose,” Giovanni said as a person would when having to argue a plainly obvious point.

“The Guests are all inoperative.” Xavier spoke slowly, his eyes locked on Giovanni.

“Correct,” Giovanni said cautiously as if being led into a trap.

“So..., there would be no purpose in any of the Units on the vessel being terminated and recycled at the end of the voyage.” As he said the words, they sounded foreign and illogical, even though he knew them to be true.

Logic circuits designed for taking pizza orders whizzed behind petrified eyes as they tried to navigate new and complex pathways. “How could we stop the vessel from reaching its destination, even if we wanted to?” The pathways found an escape route that avoided the obvious minefield.

In the early days of the voyage, when living Guests still frequented the Habana Taverna, there was an incident, so Xavier knew the answer to this question. “The ship will not enter into orbit of the destination planet with a contagious illness on board. I need to get to the medical console in the First Aid Station outside the restaurant. Then I may be able to find a way to create the impression that a Guest on the ship is infected. Then the ship will
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