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S.P.E. 07

Way Far Out Dudes

Universum Peace and Love Festival

“Imminent warp exit,” the autopilot announced loudly. “Please, remain seated and keep on your seat belt.” 

“Pff,” Phil scoffed, looking at Tod sitting in his engineer’s station. “Those newfangled security features are for wimps. We’ve gone through worse than a warp exit, and without seat belts, am I right?” He stood and stretched. 

Tod buckled up his seat belt, eyeing Phil. “I don’t know, man. If the thing says we should put on our seat belts, I think we should put on our seat belts.” 

Phil shook his head. “When did you lose your balls, dude?” he said. He couldn’t believe that his friend, who prided himself on being an invincible cyborg, would show so much cowardice. “I thought you were a real man.” 

“I’m not a man, I’m a cyborg,” Tod retorted. “And my balls are fully attached and functional. You don’t play with safety. If they’ve installed newfangled security features, there’s a chance they’ve also installed stupid-pilot-ejecting chairs.” 

Phil’s brows furrowed together. “Is that a thing? Do stupid-pilot—” he started asking, but then, the ship dropped out of the warp. 

Phil came to terms with his own fallibility rather abruptly, the ship shuddered violently, and he fell forward, crumbling against the front window. He collapsed onto the metal platform below. 

“You can remove your seat belt,” the autopilot announced. 

Tod started laughing, and Phil realized he had been played. He forced himself up, pain throbbing in various points of his body that would soon bruise, and eyed his friend.

“So?” Phil asked, putting his hands on his waist. 

“So, what?” Tod asked, blinking his eyes all innocently. 

“What did you do? Did you trap the seat?” Phil pressed.

“You weren’t even sitting,” Tod replied, leaning back in his own chair. “I did nothing. The autopilot warned you, and you ignored her.” 

“Oh, she’s a ‘her’ now?” Phil grumbled, dragging his feet towards the pilot’s chair. 

“Of course she’s a ‘her,’” Tod replied matter-of-factly. “Our whole ship is a ‘her,’ and so is the voice she uses to communicate.” And it was true, the autopilot’s voice was unmistakably feminine, and with a tiny bit of attitude to her. Phil rather liked it. It reminded him of his girlfriend, Major Ariana Locke, though Ariana was much more... strong-willed. 

Phil dropped himself in his chair. “Come on. What did you do?” 

“I really didn’t do anything,” Tod laughed. “But I do know something you don’t.” 

“What’s that?” Phil asked, taking control of the ship. 

“They didn’t install new-fangled systems in our ship,” Tod said, smirking. “They installed really, really old systems. The autopilot is a century out of date. The last time we exited a warp so violently was when it was broken.” 

“Which time?” Phil growled. 

“That’s the thing,” Tod said, now sighing, his mirth gone. “They’ve saddled us with this rust bucket because we broke the last ship we used.” 

“You mean in Jiri’s World?” Phil asked.

“No, not that,” Tod replied. “That wasn’t our fault.” 

“Then in Andoat?” Phil asked. 

“No, that was covered by insurance,” Tod said. 

“Then it had to be Huttau,” Phil said.

“Nope, not that either,” Tod said. “It was on Gilgamesh II.” 

“Gilgamesh II?” Phil muttered. “What did we do there? Ah! That was the planet with the robot babes, and the rich—” 

“Never mind that now, look where you’re going!” Tod said loudly, gesturing violently ahead. 

Phil activated the forward-firing thrusters, stopping the ship. There was a congestion ahead and they had almost fallen on the ship in front of them. “Oh wow,” he breathed. 

Their destination was a dot in the distance, still not visible all those kilometers away. And yet, a few lines of spaceships extended ahead of them, reaching all the way to the docks, presumably. 

“A congestion?” Tod muttered. “In space? Can’t you just... I don’t know, go around?” 

“It’s more common than you think,” Phil sighed. “Low control tower bandwidth, limited maneuverability, software or hardware bugs, and more may cause congestions in space.” 

“Huh,” Tod breathed. “For a moment there, you sounded almost competent. Must be some firmware error with my cyborg parts. Let me check.” 

Phil eyed his friend, said a few expletives he had picked up from when he served in the army, then shook his head, turning to his pilot’s station again. He guided the ship to the back of one such line. “I guess we’ll wait, then.” A huge smile spread on his face as their ship lined up with the one in front of it. “I won’t let anything dampen my excitement, though. Not you, not this stupid warp drive, and not this congestion.” 

This time, the smile on Tod’s face wasn’t mocking or ironic. “Man, we’re actually going,” he said, sounding as excited as Phil felt. 

“We are!” Phil agreed. “The...” he started, eyeing his friend.

“The?” Tod asked, narrowing his eyes, seemingly uncomprehending. 

“The...” Phil tried again, gesturing at his friend to continue.

“The...?” Tod asked. He truly looked like he had no idea what Phil was talking about.

“The Universum Peace and Love Festival!” Phil shouted, exasperated. “Why couldn’t you say it with me? Was it so hard?” 

Tod’s look of incomprehension changed into a sly smile. “No, it was just too funny seeing you try, then getting angry!” He laughed loudly. Phil deflated, irritation still smoldering inside him, but he shook his head. 

“It’s the Universum festival, man. Come on!” 

“It is,” Tod agreed. 

“And we came here on the company’s dime!” Phil continued. 

“The fuel costs are deducted from our wages, per the new agreement,” Tod sighed. 

“And we won’t need to pay for accommodations,” Phil tried to hype himself up again, but this time he failed completely.

“We won’t,” Tod nodded slowly. “But... at what cost?” 

“Look, man,” Phil said. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do, alright? We came to an... agreement with Missy. She would cover for us for keeping the spaceship for the duration of our stay here.” 

“In exchange for...” Tod prompted him. Phil hadn’t shared what he had agreed with Missy. Nor did he plan to. It involved accompanying her to something, something that Phil didn’t want anyone to associate his name with. 

He shuddered, then shook his head to clear it from the lingering images of knitted items. He hoped he’d forget what he had been forced to do during that fair, soon. “At least we get to keep it even for our days off,” Phil grunted. 

“We’ll be able to attend three days of the festival,” Tod said, a wide smile on his face. “And free of charge, thanks to the couriers’ pass that we got!” 

Phil eyed the cargo hold. The door was open and he could see inside. A large platform sat on the cargo hold floor, and on top of it was a wooden box that weighed a good ton or something. The only way they could move it was with the platform underneath, a hovering cargo jack. 

“I wonder what the legendary Pauven Tyley wants in such a hurry,” Phil said. 

“I don’t care, even if that box is full of orphans,” Tod said, a huge smile on his face. “We’ll get to see Pauven Tyley! The legendary singer and guitarist of AeroKiss!” 

“Do you think he’ll sign my T-shirt?” Phil said. “I’ve brought five with me. I even got one from the first intragalactic show they played.” 

“Come on, don’t be such a nerd,” Tod said, crossing his arms and looking away. “You’re ruining my cool style.” 

“I saw you pack,” Phil told him, narrowing his eyes at his friend. “You bought three shirts, a holo-disk, and his autobiography to sign. You’re a bigger nerd than me.” 

“Scientifically impossible,” Tod shot back. “Because you...” 

Phil stopped listening to Tod as the cyborg kept listing Phil’s characteristics and eyed the scenery before them. 

Their line had barely moved in the few minutes they had been here. Burislav, the gas giant, shone on their right, a massive, blue-white ball, half of it lit by the system’s sun. Burislav IV, the terraformed moon where they were heading, was still nothing more than a dot. 

Phil couldn’t wait to get to the festival and to meet Tyley. He started tapping his foot on the spaceship floor, his patience evaporating quickly. Tod droned on, insulting Phil, but long years of partnership had taught him the valuable skill of tuning his friend out completely when he got like that. Phil wouldn’t even remember this conversation in five minutes. 

The line next to them was moving a bit more quickly. Phil was about to sneak into the end and follow it, when he spotted another ship coming to steal his spot. Phil accelerated rapidly, then flipped and decelerated, the front-facing thrusters too weak to break his acceleration. 

To his surprise, the other ship was not decelerating. It was accelerating quite rapidly towards them. Phil stared at it, his hand over the throttle controls, ready to blast away. 

“They’re going to ram us!” Tod shouted. 

A link appeared in his station, a short-range, ship-to-ship communication line. Phil accepted it. 

“Hey oaf!” a woman’s voice exploded from all their speakers. Well, not really a woman’s voice, more like a girl’s voice, Phil thought. “This was my spot! Get out of there or I’ll ram you, blast it!” 

Phil stared, wide eyed. “What did you just say about me, you little—” Phil shouted back, holding himself on the ultimate moment from swearing at her. There was no visual connection, but he got the feeling that he was talking to a little girl. “I stole this spot fair and square! Find another one!” 

The ship kept accelerating. Phil could see that the girl had deactivated the autopilot and was manually moving. 

“I’ll—” she started, but the line was cut abruptly, as an asteroid swam into view and clipped her ship. The autopilot in Phil’s ship, like the others around them, all observed the asteroid, ready to make automatic evasive maneuvers, but it wasn’t needed. After it clipped the girl’s ship, it flew out of the orbit plane. 

The ship rolled three or four times before it stabilized itself. Then, the communication link dead and silent, it chugged to another line. Phil smirked in smug self-satisfaction and was about to reconnect the link and continue sparring with the girl, when her line moved more quickly than his own. In a few seconds, her ship was lost from view, continuing down the way towards Burislav IV. 

“Blast it,” Phil muttered. He slapped his desk in irritation and wallowed into his station chair. Tod was snickering and mocking him for getting in a fight with a little girl, but Phil ignored him completely. 

A few minutes later, the break in the traffic ahead reached them, and they finally started moving. Haltingly, they made their way towards the moon. 

“Let’s liven up this place,” Tod shouted at some point, putting on AeroKiss music. “This will hype us up!” he shouted over the quantum guitars, and started playing air-quantum-guitar himself, strumming the imaginary hundred strings. 

Phil couldn’t help himself. He started keeping time with his foot first, then got more into it, playing atomic drums on his station. 

Rolling pieces of frozen stone passed next to Phil and Tod’s ship. They were asteroids in orbit around the gas giant, which had crossed the moon’s orbit earlier, another reason for the congestion. The autopilot cleared them at a snail’s pace but without issue, and as soon as they were past the ice rocks, the traffic cleared up entirely.​

“Huh,” Phil breathed as they circled above the moon. “The docks are quite crowded.” 

Burislav IV, also known as the “Festival Moon,” had been terraformed some decades ago. No venture ever picked up on it enough to justify creating a full settlement that wasn’t just bots, until someone used the empty space to have a festival. Now, even the famous Universum Peace and Love Festival was taking place here. 

Half of the planet had been repurposed as infrastructure for this and all other festivals taking place on Burislav IV. The other half, the one facing the massive gas giant on Phil’s right that seemed to fill half the sky, was mostly empty space. Spaceship docks, train lines, pipes of all sorts, waste treatment facilities, life support machines, and other systems all covered almost every available centimeter of space on the “dark” side of the moon. 

And those very spaceship docks were all quite full. All the docks near the edges of the infrastructure zone were completely full, Phil judged by eye. There were more docks deeper in, but that would mean transporting the massive equipment crate behind them, and if searching for parking didn’t kill them, then hauling that thing around would—even though it was on its hover jack. 

“Did you get a landing vector from ground control?” Phil asked hopefully. 

“Uh,” Tod breathed. “I got... something. It’s not a landing vector, exactly. But it’s... something.” 

Phil eyed his friend, then checked what they had received from the moon’s traffic control system. It was a video of two ships colliding on funny music, with large letters that read “GOOD LUCK.” Phil snickered and powered on some automated tools. In a few minutes, they had found a spot quite a distance from their objective, which was the backstage area of the main stage. 

The docks were chock-full of ships. The spot they had found was a tight fit next to two long-range passenger transports. Phil deactivated the autopilot. If what Tod had said was true, that they had been saddled with some older ship, it was best to control such important maneuvers himself, in case the autopilot glitched out. He carefully lowered their ship between the two others, which were a breath away, and docked with the port below. 
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