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I am your father, dude.
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“So, as you can expect, I asked her what she had been doing before coming over, right?” Tod asked. 

“Right,” Phil replied. 

“She told me, she had the gall to tell me, that she had gotten an upgrade, right?” Tod continued. 

“Right,” Phil said. His friend’s words washed over him as he stared at the pilot interface. 

Why is the address so familiar? His mind kept going in circles. 

“So, you know me,” Tod continued.

“I do,” Phil muttered. 

“I had to check it. To verify it, you know.” 

“Right,” Phil replied.

The spaceship’s engine rumbled in its compartment underneath them. Lights blinked on the stations around the small cockpit. Four stations filled the space, though only two were manned, Tod’s and Phil’s. These kinds of spaceships were supposed to have a minimum crew of four, but Space Post Express, their company, usually crewed them with one, or at most, two people. 

The package sat in their space truck’s storage compartment, behind the cockpit. This one, their last delivery for this shift, was small, barely large enough to qualify as a package at all. Phil had shaken it earlier; it hadn’t rattled. It felt like it was filled with paper. It came from some Federation secretariat or directorate or something or other, so it made sense. Phil had barely paid any attention to the sender, usually only the recipient mattered to them, and that he usually read just before the delivery. 

What was the name? He hadn’t checked it yet. He barely needed to check those things himself. The computer took care of most stuff; he just delivered the packages. The stops were determined by the office, sent to their computer, where Tod or Phil calculated the route to each one. Phil barely noticed where he went most of the time. Planets, cities, addresses, recipients, all blurred together after a while. 

“So, what do you think?” Tod asked. He had been talking while Phil had been thinking—it was driving him crazy, that feeling like he was missing something from this delivery, and he could barely focus. But Tod liked making fun of Phil, so he couldn’t show weakness. 

“I agree,” Phil tried. 

“You agree I should sell the girl out to the mafia and then bang her sister?” Tod asked, eyes wide with surprise and hand rising to his mouth. “Man, you are cold!” 

“How—what—when—” Phil stammered, but Tod scoffed, mock surprise dropping from his face. It was replaced by irritation.

“When did you stop listening?” Tod growled. “I was pouring my heart out here.” 

“You were telling me that you found a prostitute who had gotten an ‘upgrade’ down there which you described in excessive detail,” Phil countered. “You weren’t pouring your heart out.” 

“Isn’t that how men bond?” Tod said. “Over beers and talking about girls?” 

“We’re on shift, we aren’t drinking beers,” Phil said.

“I am,” Tod said flatly. Phil eyed his friend, who was, indeed, holding onto a bottle of beer. Three empty bottles sat on the floor. 

“We’re still working,” Phil said, taken aback. “If Joan learns about this—”

“First, she won’t, unless you rat me out,” Tod snapped. “Second, I’m a cyborg. I can just counter the effects of alcohol in my blood in the software.” 

“Are you doing that right now?” Phil asked. 

“No,” Tod smiled widely. “Also, I’ve had only those weird fries all day. I’m smashed. I don’t think I’d be able to walk on a straight line.” He gestured at him with his beer. “Anyway, what’s up with you? What’s going on in that empty head of yours? Is there a single thought bouncing around the empty space, or are you still sad that Ariana didn’t want to go to a trip with you?” 

“I have plenty of thoughts, I’ll have you know,” Phil snapped. “At least three. Right now. And Ariana didn’t say she didn’t want to go to a trip with me, she was sent to an outer ring planet to quell some rebellion or other. She just didn’t have days off to spend the weekend.” 

“Sure,” Tod snorted. “Major Locke, the famous, dangerous beauty of the Federation military couldn’t get a couple of days off to go fishing with her boyfriend. I’ve seen holo-erotica with more coherent plot.” 

“She...” Phil started, then shook his head, leaning back. “You know what? I’m pretty sure Ariana likes me, so I don’t need to listen to a bitter, old android like you,” Phil spat out. 

“I’m not an android, I’m a cyborg,” Tod shot back. “I’m half android. Cyborgs are a mix of organic matter and machine, androids are all machine. Even if I was just a brain in a robot, I’d still be a cyborg.” He shook his head. “That’s racist, you know.” 

“Come on, I didn’t even call you a clanker,” Phil snorted. “There are worse slurs out there.” 

“I’d appreciate it if you called it the C-word,” Tod said. “Come on, man. You said it with the hard R, too. Fucking meat-bag.” 

“Hey, who’s the racist now?” Phil exclaimed. “Anyway how come you’re drinking? We haven’t delivered everything yet. You are usually patient enough to wait until we clock out. Usually to the second, admittedly, but still.” 

“We just have one delivery left,” Tod said, gesturing with his bottle at the screen. “And it’s to that backwater little planet. We clear the checkpoint automatically, being SPE employers and all, we land in front of this hillbilly’s house, give him his corn or cow feed or whatever his cousin is sending him, and we leave. It’s that easy.” 

“How do you know it’s a backwater planet?” Phil asked. “Which planet is it?” 

“Anter or Albert or something like that,” Tod said. “It’s a small planet, out in the Middle Ring. We’re about three hours—” 

Phil started. “Alder?” 

“Yeah, that’s right,” Tod said dismissively. “Alder. A peaceful planet of no importance.” 

“Peaceful now,” Phil muttered. That’s why he felt that something was amiss. He knew that there was something familiar about that planet. 

It was his home planet. 

“What do you mean?” Tod asked. He sat up in his chair and pulled up a connection to the central database. He did a quick search of the planet. “Huh, yeah, there was a civil war some years ago,” he said after a few moments. “Some local faction took arms against the Federation, and the Federation had to fight them off. How did you know?” 

“I served in that war,” Phil said distantly. 

“Wha?” Tod asked, looking dazed. He typed something, then Phil saw his own face on his friend’s screen—or rather, the picture that was attached to his corporate profile, where Phil was freshly shaved, in a formal shirt, sitting straight and smiling at the camera. None of these applied to him now; he hadn’t shaved since Ariana went to her mission, he was wearing the company’s turquoise and red uniform, which was stained by grease and various other liquids, and he was slouched in his chair, looking pensively out the cockpit. 

Tod read, then nodded to himself. “Now I understand why you’re so stupid. You’re from some backwater planet and got lead poisoning while working in your parents’ farm.” 

“Who is the package even for?” Phil muttered, ignoring Tod. He pulled up the delivery page, then stared at it, mouth hanging open. 

“Wha?” Tod asked again. When Phil didn’t answer, Tod pulled the delivery page as well. He read through it quickly, then narrowed his eyes and shifted back to Phil’s corporate profile. “Hey,” Tod said then, “this guy has the same surname as you. What are the odds?” Then after a moment, he added, “Huh. And it seems that he has your father’s name. And he’s from the same planet as you.” 

“It’s my dad,” Phil muttered. “I’m delivering a package to my dad.” 

“No chance they just have the same name?” Tod asked. 

“No,” Phil said, shaking his head. “My father’s name is really unique.” 

Tod read the file again. He turned and regarded Phil with eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Bill?” 

“Yeah,” Phil nodded. “Bill. No other Bill in all of Alder. He’s the Bill.” 

“That’s, uh,” Tod said, “that can’t be right. Can it?” He turned to the terminal again, and Phil watched him open up a restricted Federation database, insert a password, and get in. The name with which the system welcomed him was not Tod’s name. 

After a couple of moments of clicking, Tod said, “Uh. Huh. You’re right. There’s no other Bill on Alder.”

“I know,” Phil nodded.

“But seriously?” Tod said, rounding on his friend. “Bill and Phil? Didn’t your parents have any imagination?” 

“They did,” Phil nodded. “My name is really unique on my planet. There’s no other Phil.” 

“That can’t be right!” Tod exclaimed, turning to the illegally hacked database again. A few moments later, he scoffed. “There’s no way. You’re the only Phil from Alder.” 

“I know,” Phil said, nodding again. 

“I can’t believe this,” Tod said, shaking his head. “How is that even possible?” 

Phil just shrugged. After a few moments, Tod eyed him again. “You’re really quiet.” 

“It’s been a while since I’ve been there,” Phil said. 

“How long?” 

“Years,” Phil shook his head. “My mother died when I was a young boy. Dad sent me to a boarding school afterwards. Hard to raise a kid all by yourself. Then, a few years later, came the war, too.” He stared at the metal floor of the spaceship. “You know how these things go. I just verified he was alive after the war. He lived his life, I lived mine.” He passed his hand through his hair, sighing. “I actually didn’t even know he was still alive.” 

A snore came from Tod, and Phil turned abruptly around. His friend had slouched down in his chair, head leaning back in a weird angle, snoring loudly. Drool had already marked his chin. 

“It’s my fault,” Phil sighed. “Don’t know what I expected.” 

He stood and stretched, then went to the back of the spaceship. He passed the tiny kitchenette and the door that led to their sleeping quarters and headed into the cargo hold at the back of their space truck. 

There, in the middle of the cargo hold, sat the package. It was secured with a harness on the floor. He knelt by it and verified—yes, it was his father’s name on it. And the address was the same. He was heading to his childhood home. 

He stood and returned to his seat, pensive. He wasn’t sure how to feel about this. He hadn’t seen his father in so long. What would he tell him? How would he greet him after all these years? Maybe he better have Tod deliver the package.

He turned to look at his friend, slumped and sleeping, already drunk. No, it’d have to be Phil. Besides, he knew his fear was mostly a mix of guilt for not reaching out sooner and a fear of awkwardness. 

It was his own father. Phil was sure the man wouldn’t outright refuse to talk to him! 

​

Phil knocked on the door again. The wooden thing rattled a little in its frame, but it still stayed closed. He looked over his shoulder to Tod, who had landed their little space truck in the middle of the road. The cyborg gave him an encouraging thumbs up. Technically, their space truck wasn’t road legal on any Federation road, as it had no wheels and it wasn’t a car of any sort, but these was a backwater planet. Even though it had developed much since he had last seen it. 

“Dad,” Phil called as he knocked on the door. “Dad, it’s me, Phil. You have a delivery. I’m here on behalf of Space Post Express, where I work.” He paused, then knocked again. “Uh, sorry for not reaching out sooner. But you have a delivery. Can you come out to sign the receipt? I understand if you don’t want to talk to me.” 

Silence. There was no movement inside the house, from what he could see through the windows, only darkness. He looked back at Tod. Tod waved through the glass and gave him another thumbs up. Phil sighed.

The neighborhood was similar to how it had been all those years ago, but it had changed in many ways, as well. The house was as Phil remembered it; two stories, a front lawn, a garage. But it had seen better days. The front lawn was overgrown, the garage door was rusted shut, all the windows dark. It was a different color than it used to be, muted and gray. Everything looked muted and gray, in Phil’s eyes. And smaller. Had the house always been this small? 

Some of the houses around it looked vaguely familiar. Phil had been pretty young when his father had sent him to boarding school, so he had made no lasting friends with the neighbors. He couldn’t even remember their names. Most of the houses were squat buildings, some with small, disused pools in the back, others with a couple of cars parked in the driveways. A pretty normal suburban neighborhood on a pretty normal planet of the Federation. He could see newer buildings among them; rebuilt after the war, he guessed. 

Phil sighed. Space Post Express policy said to ask the neighbors, so ask the neighbors he would. He left his childhood home’s threshold and went to the next door neighbor. An old woman opened after Phil knocked a couple of times, in a faded pink dress covered with flowers and pink slippers. 

“Yes?” the woman said. She eyed Phil and his uniform. “I didn’t order nothing. Is this one of the new scams my son was talking about?” 

“No, ma’am,” Phil said quickly. “I’m with Space Post—” 

“Of course you’d say that,” the woman sneered. “If you were running a scam on me, you wouldn’t just come out and say it. I’m not dumb you know.” She made to close the door and withdraw inside the house.

“Ma’am, do you know Bill, your neighbor?” Phil said quickly. The woman paused, mostly withdrawn inside the house, holding the door open just a sliver. 

“Bill?” she said. 

“Yes,” Phil said. He pointed at the direction of his father’s house. “He lived there. I need to deliver something to him. Is he at work? Do you know when he gets back?” 

“I know no Bill,” the woman said. “I don’t know who lives there.” 

“What?” Phil said, taken aback. “How’s that possible? He’s lived there for years.” 

“Well, he doesn’t come to my cookouts, so I couldn’t meet him, now, could I?” the woman said. “Besides, how do you know how long he’s lived there? Are you a stalker or something?” She retreated deeper into the house. “My daughter told me about your kind, she did. Following old ladies like me to their homes to have your way with them. I’ll let you know I’m a widow and my husband had a collection of shotguns, so if I see you around here again I’ll—” The rest of her words were cut off as she closed the door on Phil’s face. 

Phil shook his head and headed to the other neighbor, on the other side of his father’s home. He crossed the driveway where an old car with only some basic flight functionality sat. It was well maintained, from what Phil could see, though. He knocked on the door and an old man opened. The man was in a pair of smart, gray pants, wearing a pale button-down shirt that had seen better days, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, with a pair of brown slippers. He had no hair, but a thick, gray beard. 

“How can I help you, son?” the man said, eyeing the logo on his chest, which featured the letters SPE and the full name of the company. “Do you have something from my daughter? She said she’d send me something this week.” 
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