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      “I apologize for the poor condition of our domus, Per Afrane.” Per Bolet, the inn’s owner, spoke in his most unctuous tone. “He’s original to the house, and we kept him for authenticity’s sake. But it’s so hard to find anyone who repairs these old androids.”

      That was a lie, Dom thought as he hefted Per Afrane’s heavy suitcases out of the transfer pod parked in the courtyard. There were a lot of people on this moon who knew how to work on antique equipment, but because they charged more than Bolet was willing to pay, Dom had been gradually decaying. For now, most of the damage was cosmetic. But he was also slower and weaker, and his joints ached, and sooner or later he’d simply be too worn out to operate at all.

      Per Afrane, her silver hair shining in the light of the twin suns, was an older woman whose maturity sat as comfortably on her as a ruler’s stole. She looked Dom up and down. “In my experience, a domus holds up quite well over time if he’s properly cared for.”

      Bolet looked somewhat uncomfortable and gave a little sniff. “Well, we inherited this one when we purchased the property. Can’t be responsible for what previous owners have done.”

      While not exactly a lie, it was a misdirection. Dom’s previous master had cared for him well—until the end, anyway—and it wasn’t until Bolet and his family took over that the neglect began in earnest.

      “I certainly hope my rooms are in better condition,” said Per Afrane, looking at the grand structure in front of them.

      “Oh, tip-top, I assure you.”

      Only years of discipline prevented Dom from rolling his eyes.

      The inn had once been among the finest houses in Mainport, but like Dom, it was showing the consequences of age, limited finances, and negligence. That wasn’t entirely Per Bolet’s fault. Dom’s previous master had lost a lot of money due to unwise investments, and afterward his health had suffered. Eventually his mind had weakened as well, and he’d let the house slip out of his hands for far less than it was worth. If he’d been stronger, he’d never have subjected Dom to Bolet and his family.

      But here Dom was.

      The pod hatch closed with a tiny whoosh, and the pod rose smoothly to cruising altitude. Within seconds it had disappeared behind the rooftops.

      “Let me show you to your quarters.” Bolet gestured toward the front door.

      They all set off, with Dom in the rear managing the luggage. Pers Afrane and Bolet walked side-by-side as Bolet droned on about the inn’s various amenities. He made them sound much more luxurious than they were, and Dom suspected from the set of Per Afrane’s shoulders that she knew it. She was doubtless accustomed to a much higher-class lodging. But she’d made her reservations late, when the fancy inns of Mainport were already booked solid. Dom had overheard one of Bolet’s sons comment that guests had come from as far as six worm-jumps away to attend the Betucom masquerade gala. Dom couldn’t fathom those kinds of distances.

      When they reached Per Afrane’s suite, Dom set down the heavy bags with some relief. His shoulders and back ached, but he forced himself to stand straight as Afrane looked around.

      “See?” said Bolet. “Deluxe accommodations.”

      Per Afrane sniffed but didn’t say anything, apparently leading Bolet to conclude that she was satisfied enough. He rubbed his hands together. “Well, I must see about dinner arrangements. Please let the domus know if you need anything. He doesn’t look pretty, but he can handle whatever tasks you require.” He scurried out of the room, probably to go count the credits that Per Afrane had just shifted to his account.

      While Dom stood silently, Per Afrane spent several minutes inspecting the rooms. She peered out windows and into cupboards and ran her finger along furniture tops and windowsills. Finally she turned and regarded Dom. “Well, once upon a time I suppose they were deluxe.”

      For some odd reason, Dom was pleased to hear her say so. He gave her a small smile. “Yes, per. For several generations this suite was for the head of the family.”

      The three spacious rooms—bedroom, sitting area, and bath—all had big windows overlooking what had once been lovely gardens but had more recently been paved over. The enormous shelving unit was made of real oak imported long ago from Old Earth. Per Bolet likely would have sold it if he could have removed it without damage.

      “Everything is of the finest quality,” said Per Afrane. “Most people would consider it dated, I suppose, and it’s all a bit worn. But antiques have charm and character you’ll never find in newer things. And everything’s very clean. I’m assuming that’s your responsibility. Well done.”

      At the praise, a warm feeling bloomed in Dom’s processors. “Thank you,” he said, ducking his head. “Is there anything I can do to make your stay more comfortable?”

      “No, I’m fine. I’ve business to attend to before the gala and won’t be here much anyway.”

      “Of course. Just call if you need anything.”

      She tilted her head and looked at him carefully. “What’s your name?”

      The circuits that permitted him to blush had failed long ago, but he could still feel shame. “I’m just the domus. Dom for short, if you like.”

      “Well, that’s lacking in originality.”

      He didn’t know how to respond. His original master had been a supremely practical man with little time to spend on household details and little interest in frivolities such as naming his household appliances. The subsequent masters—the original’s daughter and then grandson—had grown up referring to Dom as such, and it hadn’t occurred to them that he might be called anything else. Now and then Dom had thought about asking the grandson to give him a real name, but he’d never quite worked up the courage. And of course Per Bolet would be enraged if Dom raised the subject.

      Per Afrane shocked Dom by taking his hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “I bet you have a lot of work to do, so I won’t keep you. Oh, but please tell Bolet I won’t be eating here tonight. Unless the food is very good?” She looked at Dom inquiringly.

      Although he felt a bit treacherous, he gave his head a small shake. “Not really. My masters tend to buy cheap ingredients.” And demand that he make repetitive, uninspired meals from them.

      She laughed, squeezed his hand again, and let it go. “I would have guessed as much. Thank you, dear.”

      Dom left as she was starting to unpack. She was right—he did have a lot of work to do—but he dawdled as he made his way down the hall, allowing the sensation of Per Afrane’s small kindnesses to linger.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s not the right one, you idiot!” Per Netra stomped her bare foot and hurled the necklace to the floor. The string broke, sending silvery beads rolling everywhere. “I said I wanted the long one with the multiple strands. The one you brought doesn’t look remotely right for the time period. Are your circuits too fried to know the difference?”

      Dom gave a conciliatory little bow. “I apologize. I misunderstood. I’ll go fetch—”

      “I’ll get it myself. You clean up this mess. I assume you can manage at least that much?” She marched out of the room imperiously, although she likely wished that she were wearing hard-soled shoes so as to make more noise.

      Sighing, Dom got down on all fours and began gathering wayward beads. The position hurt his knees, each movement sending fiery sparks of pain through the joints, and if he listened closely, he heard a quiet but ominous grinding in his left leg. He wondered how much longer the mechanics of that leg would allow him to walk and whether his master would bother with a repair when the inevitable happened. He might. Fixing Dom’s knee would certainly be a lot cheaper than installing a new domus system. Or Bolet might decide that he was tired of throwing good money after bad. The minor flood of recent guests had filled his accounts with a windfall of credits. Perhaps he’d finally spring for a replacement.

      Well, there was no point in worrying about that now. For the moment, Dom still had jobs to do. He crawled around until he’d collected all the beads. Just as he laboriously climbed onto his feet, Per Kibe pinged him from across the house. “Domus, come here. I need help with my cuffs. Stop in the kitchen on the way and bring me something to eat. But nothing that’s going to make me too fat to fit into my costume.”

      Dom sent acknowledgment that he’d received the summons and hurried to prepare a plate of sliced fresh kajifruit along with some cheese and crackers. Kibe would complain that the cheese was too high in calories, but he’d also complain if he didn’t get any, and this way Dom would at least be spared a trip back to the kitchen to get some.

      As Dom made his way to Kibe’s rooms at the far end of the house, he received pings from several other people in quick succession: Per Bolet, Per Netra, the mousy-looking couple staying in the top-floor rooms, a courier service wanting to schedule a delivery, and Bolet again. Dom quickly triaged their needs and gave each of them an estimated time of arrival. He also scanned his calendar and arranged the delivery for ninety minutes from now, adding an alarm so he wouldn’t forget. In the past, when his circuits were at peak efficiency, he wouldn’t have had to worry about that, but nowadays small details sometimes slipped by him. He’d been forced to incorporate a variety of fail-safes so that he wouldn’t do anything too disastrous.

      Maybe once the gala was over he’d have a little extra time. Then he might be able to do a complete system reboot, which would probably clear out some of the junk clogging his brain and slowing him down. It would take him out of commission for the better part of a day, however, so he’d need to find a time when Per Bolet was willing to spare him for that long.

      Heavens, just one long, uninterrupted rest would do wonders. Dom couldn’t remember the last time he’d enjoyed more than a few minutes of leisure.

      As soon as Dom entered Per Kibe’s room, Kibe grabbed the plate of food, dropping a piece of fruit on the floor in the process. “Cheese? I said nothing fattening.”

      “I can take it back to the kitchen if—”

      “No.” Kibe clutched the plate close to his chest. “I need you to fix my cuffs.”

      “Of course.”

      The theme of the gala was Old Earth Twentieth Century, which, once announced, had no doubt sent Mainport’s entire upper class delving deep into the historical archives. That was certainly the case in Dom’s household, where his masters had demanded he find them hundreds of appropriate images. They’d decided to all dress according to the same premise but then bickered endlessly over what that premise should be. The arguments went on for so long that Dom began to wonder if they’d ever manage to prepare for the gala at all. But eventually Per Bolet handed down a fiat, and now he and his three grown children would be pretending to come from the Jazz Age.

      Assembling and preparing the costumes had been added to Dom’s duties, and even now, the day before the gala, he continued to scurry around and assist with the details. Such as ensuring that the cuffs on Kibe’s pinstriped trousers were of the precise height he desired.

      As Per Kibe nibbled a piece of cheese, Dom found himself down on his knees again, this time measuring the cuffs. It would have been easier if Kibe stood still, but he kept swaying to the music playing in his ear implants.

      “This fabric isn’t historically accurate,” Kibe complained when Dom finally began work on the second leg. “It ought to be sheep’s wool.”

      “Your father said wool is far too expensive.”

      “I know that.”

      “This synth is a good imitation.”

      Per Kibe snorted. “How would you know? It’s not like you prance around in wool.”

      Involuntarily, Dom glanced at his coverall. It was made of a synth fabric that felt a little scratchy but resisted stains and was very durable. He owned two of them. This one was a shade of blue very much like the color of the sky right before the suns rose, and the other was the same red hue as the garfruit vin his last master liked to drink. Dom kept both coveralls clean and in good condition, which he hoped made up for the decaying state of his body.

      But they weren’t real wool, and to his masters and their guests they no doubt looked like nothing but a domus’s cheap uniform.

      When Dom’s last master had been a young man, he used to sometimes let Dom dress up in his fine clothing. Nobody would see except the master, of course, but Dom enjoyed admiring himself in the mirrors. He was still in good repair back then and thought he looked quite handsome. He’d imagine himself strolling down the Mainport streets, wearing makeup over the logo on his chin so that nobody would know he was a domus and not a real person.

      Yes, that fantasy had been entirely foolish, but it had been nice to pretend for a little while.

      “Those shoes you sent me are very uncomfortable,” Kibe complained, interrupting Dom’s brief reverie. “I can’t dance in them for very long.”

      “I’m sorry. You wanted them to be authentic.”

      “Authentic, of course, but not torture.”

      “I’ll see if I can find a more comfortable alternative.”

      Once the trousers had been adjusted to Per Kibe’s satisfaction, Dom searched his onboard computer for footwear that looked era-appropriate, seemed as if it might be reasonably comfortable, and didn’t fall outside Per Bolet’s budget. Dom inputted Kibe’s identification for sizing purposes and placed the order. The shoes would be manufactured immediately and delivered by the end of the day.

      This reminded him that he had several tasks to perform before the scheduled courier delivery. He managed to extricate himself from Kibe’s room and hurried upstairs to the mousy couple.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Per Afrane returned to the house, everyone was asleep. Except Dom, of course. Technically he didn’t need sleep, just a half hour each day to recharge his energy and do a quick systems check. He hadn’t had time for that today and was feeling extra sore and ragged. But nevertheless, when Per Afrane entered the house, Dom was mopping the tile in the entry hall. The tile was only local stone, but his original master had hired artisans to make it resemble Carrara marble from Old Earth. Dom liked the way it gleamed under the warm lights.

      Per Afrane’s hair was slightly disarrayed from its elaborate style and her cheeks had high spots of color. “Good evening, Dom,” she said as soon as she saw him.

      He paused in his work to acknowledge her. “Good evening. I hope your night was pleasant.”

      “Pre-party festivities. Lots of rich people gadding about self-importantly. Too much vin and neuro-peps. Good for my business connections, though.” She flapped her hands a bit, then winced. “But probably not good for my head.”

      “If you’d permit me to do a quick read of you, I could whip up a beverage that will properly align your body chemistry.” He frequently did that task for his current masters. It was possibly one of the primary reasons they kept him.

      She pointed at his mop. “But you’re busy.”

      “I’m almost finished here. And your comfort is my top priority.” That was the truth. His greatest happiness was making the people in his house happy, whether they were his masters or their guests.

      “You’re sweet,” she said with a smile. “And thank you. I need to change first, but could you bring it in about fifteen minutes?”

      “Of course.”

      While she made her slightly swaying way down the corridor, Dom adjusted the temperature in her rooms, closed the window shades, and turned up the external sound dampeners. He also sent some quiet, soothing music through the speakers and sprayed the room with a light mix of scents calculated to be both pleasant and soporific.

      Exactly fifteen minutes later, he rapped gently on her door. After receiving permission to enter, he found her sitting in bed, propped against the pillows, the blankets pulled over her lap. She’d put her silver hair into braids and erased the cosmetics from her face. He thought she was very beautiful, but it wouldn’t be appropriate to say so. Instead, he set the tray on her small bedside table.

      “Sweets?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

      “Just a few little pastries. In case you wanted something to go with your drink.”

      “You are very good at your job.”

      That warm feeling rose inside him again. It was almost as refreshing as a chance to recharge. “Thank you.”

      “I bet the oafs that own this place don’t appreciate you nearly enough.” She waved a hand before Dom could respond. “Oh, don’t bother to deny it, honey. I know you don’t want to say anything bad about them. I’m just saying. I know people, and the ones you’re stuck with… well, it’s a shame you don’t have what you deserve.”

      He had no idea what to say. He’d never thought about what he deserved. He was the domus. He was created to serve the people who lived in his house. A domus didn’t get to choose his masters; he simply did his best to please them, whoever they were.

      Per Afrane took a sip of her drink, made a pleased sound, and set the glass down. “Delicious. It tastes more like a treat than a cure.”

      “Why can’t it be both?”

      When she smiled, deep creases formed beside her eyes. Dom envied them a little bit. His artificial skin was aging—abrading and growing thinner and duller—but it would never acquire the unique lines that a real person collected over a lifetime.

      “You’ve hit it right on the head, Dom. Ideally, things that are necessary should also be nice. Tell me—oh, I shouldn’t be asking, but I’m still drunk and I’m a nosy old woman. Tell me truthfully, though. Do you mind being… well, a domus?”

      Nobody had ever asked him a question like this. He frowned as he considered her meaning and then his own thoughts on the matter.

      “I… I love my work, per. I suppose I was programmed to feel that way, but nonetheless, from my perspective those feelings are genuine. I’m proud of my house even though it’s no longer in its best condition. It gives me deep satisfaction to care for it as well as I can. And it also brings me joy to serve. Making people comfortable and contented is an important job.”

      She nodded. “So it is. And an honorable one.”

      He was relieved that she hadn’t scoffed at him. So relieved, in fact, that he decided to be completely open with her. “There are some limitations that I wish I didn’t have. I think it would be nice if I could leave my house now and then. I’ve seen plenty of images of the rest of the city—of the rest of the inhabited galaxy!—but I’ve never viewed any of it with my own eyes. Never touched it.”

      “Does it make you feel like a prisoner?”

      “Not exactly. I just wish, a little bit, that I had more freedom.”

      Per Afrane took a bite of pastry and chewed, her expression thoughtful. “Hopes and aspirations,” she said after swallowing. “Dreams. Such very human things, and you have them too. What else makes you feel limited?”

      This was harder. In a quiet voice, Dom said, “Friends. I wish I had them. And… a lover.” He almost whispered that part.

      His last master had spoken sometimes about buying another domus to keep Dom company, but he’d never gotten around to it. And Dom shouldn’t grieve something he’d never had.

      He thought that Per Afrane might scoff or sneer, as many people did at the idea that a domus might yearn for companionship. But he didn’t regret admitting it. Some truths needed to be said out loud, even if nobody believed them.

      She gifted him with a small, sad smile. “Again, very human, my dear.”

      “I’m just a machine.”

      “I know a thing or two about machines. They’re part of my business. And I know that you aren’t just a heap of nuts and bolts with some sentience jammed in. You feel things as fully as any flesh-and-blood person.” She snorted softly. “More fully than some I could name, in fact.”

      Dom didn’t produce tears; he didn’t have the appropriate hardware to cry. But he could sense a heavy weight deep inside himself—a weight that, although imaginary, felt like a living thing that tangled his wires and stressed his circuits. Per Afrane’s words made that weight seem less onerous somehow. As if she were willingly sharing his emotional burden.
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