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    Editorial: November 2020

    John Joseph Adams | 192 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed’s 126th issue!

    We’re breaking with our usual schedule to serialize a novelette of quantum trouble: “Schrödinger’s Catastrophe” by Gene Doucette. You won’t want to miss either installment! We also have SF reprints by Dominica Phetteplace (“Seven Ways to Fall in Love with an Astronaut”) and Jake Kerr (“Three Speeches About Billy Granger”).

    Our first original fantasy short this month is from Kat Howard (“The Lachrymist”), which explores the meanings of memory and mourning. On a less tearful note, Rati Mehrotra brings us a story straight from the World Tree itself (“Magnificent Maurice, or the Flowers of Immortality”). Much has been spoken about this legendary tree, but this story asks the important question: Who protects the tree from pests? We also have fantasy reprints by Molly Tanzer (“Le Cygne Baiseur”) and Alberto Yáñez (“Burn the Ships”).

    Of course our nonfiction team has put together our usual assortment of author spotlights, and book and media review columns. Our feature interview is with Usman T. Malik. Our ebook readers will also enjoy an excerpt from Nicole Glover’s debut fantasy novel, The Conductors.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, a science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of more than thirty anthologies, including Wastelands and The Living Dead. Recent books include Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Press Start to Play, Loosed Upon the World, and The Apocalypse Triptych. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist twelve times) and an eight-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of the digital magazines Lightspeed and Nightmare, and is a producer for WIRED’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. He also served as a judge for the 2015 National Book Award. Find him online at johnjosephadams.com and @johnjosephadams.
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    Schrödinger’s Catastrophe [Part 1]

    Gene Doucette | 6789 words

    

    Editor’s Note: Instead of two original science fiction short stories this month, we have for you a single novelette (presented in two parts) by Gene Doucette, which is about twice the length of a regular Lightspeed story. So, although you are getting one original SF story instead of two this month, you’re still getting about the same amount of fiction. We hope you enjoy this minor deviation from our usual offerings, and rest assured we will return to our regularly scheduled programming next month. —eds

    

    Things began to go badly for the crew of the USFS Erwin around the time Dr. Marchere’s coffee mug spontaneously reassembled itself.

    Dr. Louis Marchere was not, at that moment, conducting some manner of experiment. Well, he was, only not on entropy and the nature of time. He was running several other tests, of the kind that make perfect sense on a scientific vessel such as the Erwin. About half of them were biological in nature, concerning how small samples of cellular material react to certain deep-space factors. Other tests were more at home in the general field of astrophysics. But—again, as this is important—he was not conducting a test on entropy.

    He just dropped his coffee mug. More exactly, he elbowed it from the corner of the table, while he was concentrating on things unrelated to the nature of falling objects. The mug fell onto the hard, ferrous metal of a lab floor, shattered, and sent his coffee—which was already disappointingly lukewarm—everywhere.

    Louis Marchere was pretty upset about this. He’d been on dozens of deep-space scientific missions over the years, and this mug—a white mug with a black swan—had made it through all of them. It was a gift from his daughter.

    But things break. No use dwelling.

    Then, while Marchere was fetching a towel and a broom, the shattered pieces of the mug re-formed, rose up, and settled back on the corner of the table.

    The spilled coffee remained where it was, either because it had decided that it wanted no part in whatever nonsense the mug had going on, or so as to verify—for Dr. Marchere’s sake—that what he witnessed had actually happened.

    Which, of course, it had not. Shattered mugs don’t simply decide to reassemble themselves. They don’t decide to do anything, because they’re inanimate objects with no agency, subject to the whims of the same laws of physics as everyone and everything else in Louis Marchere’s laboratory, including Louis Marchere.

    This was true irrespective of where that laboratory happened to be located. It had to be.

    In this particular instance, the lab was in the middle of a ship that was in the middle of deep space, in a previously unexplored quadrant. The part about it being unexplored was unusual, but only a little unusual. The quadrant in question—C17-A387614-X.21, but everyone called it Brenda—was right in the center of a fully explored space grid. There had been many exploratory missions to all the other cubes on that grid, but nobody had bothered to check out Quadrant Brenda.

    Probably, this was because Quadrant Brenda looked incredibly boring. There didn’t appear to be anything in Brenda—no stars, planets, or moons. Comets showed no interest in visiting, and asteroids kept their distance. In a universe that could be defined as “enormous patches of nothing, with occasional, albeit incredibly rare, bits of something mixed in here and there,” Quadrant Brenda somehow managed to contain even more nothing. This was probably why nobody had bothered to explore it before. It was definitely why the USFS Erwin was there, as this much nothing might mean something.

    So far, two days into the quadrant, Dr. Marchere could confirm that it was just as boring on the inside as it looked from the outside. Three thousand different sensors on and outside the ship confirmed that sometimes a quadrant full of nothing is just a quadrant full of nothing.

    And then the second law of thermodynamics—which was both extremely important and incredibly reliable—stopped working.

    Dr. Marchere knew that wasn’t what really happened; a dozen better explanations were surely available. He just had to find one of them.

    First, he checked on the lab’s artificial gravity, which he did by going to the wall panel and examining the settings, rather than by jumping up and verifying that after having done so, he also fell down.

    The control panel confirmed that he had artificial gravity, and that nothing anomalous had transpired recently, either near the coffee mug, or in any other part of the lab.

    Louis returned to the table and picked up the coffee mug, half expecting it to fall apart in his hands. It did not; the mug appeared intact, with no indication it had been in seven pieces quite recently.

    “How did you manage that?” he asked the mug, which didn’t respond.

    Dr. Marchere held the mug over the floor and considered a practical but possibly irreversible test. Would the mug reassemble itself a second time? If so, the anomaly could be pinned down to something peculiar about the black swan mug his daughter gave him some years back. Perhaps it was even a trick of some kind, just waiting for the day he dropped it. She bought this trick mug based on certain assumptions about her father: that he was naturally clumsy, or vindictive about mugs, and would have shattered it before now, revealing the gag.

    But that hardly seemed possible. It would require that self-healing mug technology existed, which it did not. And if it had, there was still the problem of the mug also returning to the tabletop.

    He decided that this was a scientific problem, while wanting to keep the mug intact was an emotional problem. But he’d already reconciled with having broken the mug his daughter gave him, and felt confident that, if she were there, she’d understand.

    He let go. The mug fell, broke into five pieces . . . and remained broken.

    Of course it did. How could he have expected otherwise?

    He fetched the towel and the broom, cleaned up the mess, and made an appointment with the medical wing. One of the twelve remaining possible explanations to consider, before upturning the second law of thermodynamics, was that he was going mad, and that was information that couldn’t wait.

    Dr. Louis Marchere didn’t make it to the medical wing for his checkup.

    • • • •

    “Final approach,” the computer announced, in a cheerful sing-song.

    Corporal Alice Aste was in the rear portion of the shuttle at the time of the announcement, performing some light calisthenics to get the blood moving in preparation for . . . well, something. There was no telling what she was headed into, but there was an excellent chance that it would require her to be limber. This was an old combat-readiness technique that had less applicability now, in peaceful times, but she knew of more than one soldier who didn’t live to become an ex-soldier due to a pulled hamstring.

    She climbed back to the front of the cabin to get a look at the side of the vessel through the front windshield. The United Space Federation Science Vessel Erwin was right where Alice expected it to be, free-floating in the middle of Quadrant C17-A387614-X.21-slash-Brenda and doing absolutely nothing.

    She opened up the comms.

    “USFS Erwin, this is Corporal Aste of the USF Security Force. I’m on approach, and intend to dock. Please respond.”

    No answer.

    “Again, Erwin, this is USFSF Corporal Alice Aste, on approach, requesting dock. Please open bay doors. Respond, Erwin.”

    She waited for a few seconds, in case someone over there felt chatty, then left the line open and went back to the rear of the cabin to get ready.

    In any normal circumstance, Alice would be speaking with a hangar tech now, working out the details on how and where she’d be parking her shuttle. These weren’t normal circumstances. What she expected from the Erwin was continued radio silence, just like when Alice sent a transmission from the base ship—the Rosen, parked at the edge of the quadrant—and just like the same radio silence the science vessel had been honoring for a little more than six weeks.

    The last official transmission from the Erwin was recorded forty-seven days ago. It was from Captain Hadder, and it read: We aren’t here again today. It was received, as were all of the science vessel communiqués, at the research station relay hub and then forwarded to the main cluster, where it sat for several days before anyone actually looked at it. And then, the only reason they did was that no subsequent communications came through and somebody thought that was notable.

    Protocol was for a twice-daily check-in. Granted, the “day” these transmissions were sent and the “day” they were received were hardly ever the same, given the vast distances the signals had to cross, even when using the FTL ports. Still, ships like the Erwin had to transmit on a prearranged schedule, even if that transmission was nothing more than a not much, what’s up with you?

    Self-evidently, something was now up with the Erwin.

    Once it became clear that the cryptic message had no obvious, direct meaning, it was handed off to a linguistics team, and run through some databases. It received a partial hit on an old Earth song by The Zombies, and an even older poem by Hughes Mearns. Neither made sense in the context of deep-space communications from science vessels.

    A message was sent back, asking for clarification, but no clarification arrived. Someone got a linguist involved, who decided that in order to get a proper response from the Erwin, base had to answer in kind. He offered several suggestions, such as: If you are not there, where are you? and Are you here again now?

    When that didn’t do the trick either, somebody dug up The Zombies’ song and broadcast that, to see if it triggered a response, and then tried reading back both the annotated and full versions of the Mearns poem.

    Still nothing.

    By then, one of the network’s orbital satellites got an angle on the ship, and sent back a video feed. The USFS cognoscenti were able to determine that: (1) the Erwin wasn’t moving, (2) it had a heat signature, strongly implying the ship still had power, and (3) there was no evidence of outgassing, so it either still had atmosphere, or all of the atmosphere had escaped already.

    All that was left to try was a crewed mission, which was how the USFSF Rosen ended up at the edge of the Brenda quadrant, and how Alice ended up on the shuttle.

    The shuttle’s autopilot sounded a gentle alert.

    “Bay doors remain closed,” it said.

    “Computer, transmit bay door override to the Erwin, on my authority.”

    “Transmitting,” it said calmly. Then, “No response. Collision imminent. Course correction strongly recommended.”

    Sometime in the past twenty years, the people in charge of these things at the USF standardized the vocal communications from all Space Federation computers, and it was decided the voice they used should be, above all, serene. It worked fine in most situations, but came off as ridiculous to the point of self-parody in high-stress circumstances. Phrases like explosive decompression in five seconds aren’t meant to be heard in a voice meant to soothe unruly children.

    “All right, keep your pants dry, computer,” Alice said.

    “This computer has no pants.”

    “Pull up from the current course and bring us alongside the hull. I’ll go in the side door.”

    “Course corrected. Would you like to hear about the explosive charges inventory?”

    “That’d be great, thanks.”

    The computer navigated the shuttle right up next to the Erwin, about twenty yards from the rear hatch. The hatch’s functional intent was to allow someone from inside to get outside, to make repairs on the hull or to unjam the bay doors, clean a filter, touch up the paint job, or whatever. It wasn’t meant to be used to get in from the outside, and almost never was used that way. Despite that, hatches like this were called pirate doors.

    The good thing about pirate doors, and what made them so useful in times like this, was that there was an airlock on the other side, so if she had to blow the door with one of the many explosive charges on inventory she wouldn’t be breaching the entire deck.

    After gowning up for the spacewalk, Alice stuffed a few charges in a bag—like her, the bag was a veteran of combat, and came with a steel panel that doubled as a piece of armor in a pinch—added a couple of blasters, and headed across on an umbilical. She expected to have to blow the door, but it opened easily after a few turns of the hatch’s wheel.

    Alice unhooked the umbilical, ordered the shuttle to hold position, stepped in and sealed the hatch from the inside. The wall panel indicated the ship had power, so she pressurized the airlock and let herself into the inner door.

    Then, theoretically, she was free to take off her helmet.

    “Computer, run a check for airborne pathogens,” she said.

    The computer—the one built into the suit this time—blinked a silent confirmation on her visor.

    “Negative results,” it said, after checking. “Atmosphere breathable.”

    Alice was standing at one end of a modest hangar, with two parked shuttles exactly like the one outside and room for two more.

    “Then where is everybody?” she asked, as she appeared to be alone.

    “Please be more specific,” the computer said. “Whom would you like to locate?”

    “Never mind.”

    “Never minding.”

    Alice took the helmet off.

    The air smelled like the standard filtered air she’d been breathing for most of her adult life, and the gravity that held her to the floor of the bay felt like Earth-standard. Both good things. Yet even if the crew of the Erwin wasn’t expecting a visitor, there should have been someone in the shuttle hangar, if only to ask her what the hell she was doing there.

    “Hello?” she shouted. She heard her voice echo back, resonating with a slightly metallic hum. No doors opened, and nobody came running.

    A quick inspection of the bay confirmed only that there weren’t any bodies lying around.

    “Is anybody here?” she shouted.

    Nothing.

    The Flying Dutchman, she thought, referencing an old Earth maritime ghost story she remembered liking as a child. It wasn’t, of course, but that was what always sprang to mind in situations like this.

    Alice had investigated her share of wrecks in her day, but usually the explanation was self-evident, and she was just there on the off-chance someone managed to survive whatever drastic event had killed their ship. Hardly anyone ever did, because spaceships were surrounded by the vacuum of space, which was actively hostile toward human beings.

    This time, there was no obvious explanation. The ship seemed to be working fine, albeit on reserve power—she could tell from the feel of the floor that the Erwin’s engines were definitely offline—it was just that everyone was somewhere else for some reason.

    
      So where do I begin?
    

    The USFS Erwin had five decks total. The captain’s bridge was on the top deck at the front of the ship, which was the farthest point from the hangar. Alice felt obligated to start there—if for no other reason than to announce her arrival to the person who was supposed to have already authorized that arrival. At the same time, it was pretty far away; surely, she could find someone closer to her current location, who could fill her in on why the entire vessel was running silent. Or rather, drifting silent.

    Alice found the door that led to the rest of the ship, and hesitated.

    “Computer,” she said, addressing her suit, “synchronize with the ship’s computer.”

    “Synchronizing,” the computer said, in the tone of voice waitresses used when asking children what flavor ice cream they wanted. “Synchronization complete.”

    “Computer, report life signs, total. Human only.”

    The synchronization allowed Alice to leverage all the ship’s systems for her inquiry. It was supposed to help clear things up. It did not.

    “No life signs detected,” the computer said.

    This was obviously incorrect. Aside from the fact that the Erwin had a complement of eighty-five, Alice was herself alive. Anything less than one was an error.

    “Computer, recheck life signs, human only.”

    “Rechecking.”

    Alice pressed her face up against the window of the door she was about to go through. The hallway on the other side was well lit, and entirely empty. It ran the length of the lower deck, and—if she recalled the vessel’s specs correctly—was home to about sixty percent of the crew. There should have been somebody around.

    “Two hundred and six life signs detected,” the computer said.

    “No . . . no, that’s not the right answer either,” Alice said.

    “What is the right answer?” the computer asked.

    “I don’t understand.”

    “What is the right answer?” the computer repeated.

    “Computer, I’m asking for an exact life sign count of all the humans on board this ship. I don’t know the answer, but I know it’s a round number that one arrives at by actually counting those life signs.”

    “Understood. What is your expectation?”

    “I don’t know the right answer, or I wouldn’t have asked, but I would expect it to be anywhere between one and eighty-six.”

    “Rechecking,” the computer said. Then, “Seventy-two life signs detected.”

    “Is that the real count, computer?”

    “As requested, the total is between one and eighty-six. Is this acceptable?”

    “If it’s the actual count, yes.”

    “The actual count is seventy-two.”

    Alice was pretty sure the computer didn’t perform anything like an actual count, which was a minor problem masking a much more serious one. Clearly, something was wrong with the Erwin’s computer; counting things wasn’t a difficult task.

    “Computer, run a full internal diagnostic.”

    “Running diagnostic.”

    “Let me know what you find,” she said. Then she pressed the override code for the door and left the hangar for the crew living quarters corridor.

    “Hello?” she shouted. “Is anyone here?”

    Nobody responded.

    All the doors were closed. Alice’s override code could open any one of them, but—and this was a decidedly odd but undeniable truth—she was afraid to do it.

    Alice Aste had been working with the USF Security Force for fifteen years, and before that she’d been a veteran of five interplanetary conflicts. She’d once spent two months adrift and alone in a disabled life raft, rescued by chance some fifteen hours before her oxygen ran out. Before that, she’d suffered a childhood of privation during her waking hours, and nightmares when she slept. She came to grips with her own mortality when she was ten. She did not get afraid, or rather, she wasn’t afraid of the unknown. (Fear of the known, on the other hand, was quite sensible.)

    And yet, on an impossibly empty vessel adrift in an unusually empty deep space quadrant, Alice had to admit that she was one loud noise from freaking the hell out.

    “Anybody?” she asked. She hesitated at the first door.

    
      Just plug in the code and ask whoever’s on the other side what’s going on here.
    

    She didn’t plug in the code. Her pulse was up, and her breathing was shallow. She wondered if this was what a panic attack felt like.

    “Calm down,” she said to herself. “Just go straight for the bridge. You can see the stars from the bridge.”

    That was one of the tricks she picked up when she was ten; there is comfort in the vast emptiness of space. At least for her.

    “Diagnostic complete,” the computer said. Alice jumped two feet in the air.

    “Computer, report results,” she said, once she got her heart started again.

    “Results are terrific,” the computer said.

    “. . . computer, please repeat.”

    “Terrific. Self-diagnostic reports computer is terrific. Perfect score. Computer would report a thumbs-up if computer had thumbs.”

    The Erwin’s computer had evidently lost its mind. This was, of course, just as impossible as the constantly adjusting life sign count. Computers had no minds to lose.

    “Are you certain, computer?” she asked.

    “Computer is certain. Computer has no thumbs.”

    Alice wondered if a full reboot of the ship’s computer was in order. She’d have to do that from the bridge, but that was where she was heading anyway. It might take a while, but if there really was nobody on this vessel aside from her, she’d need to interrogate the ship’s logs. For that to work, a sane and rational computer would be important.

    She headed down the hall at a normal walking pace that quickly devolved into a jog. A door might open and that, she decided, would be bad.

    There’s no such thing as irrational fear, she thought, recalling the wisdom of one of her academy trainers. Your instincts know why they’re afraid; you just gotta catch up.

    She made it to the other end of the hall, to the elevator, punched the button for the top deck, and checked the corridor behind her twelve times while waiting for the elevator to arrive.

    It did. She jumped in, and the doors swished closed reassuringly. Up she went.

    And up, and up. The elevator should have taken less than thirty seconds to reach the bridge. After well over a minute, Alice became concerned that maybe deck one wasn’t where they were headed, except there was no further point to travel to while still remaining on the Erwin.

    “Computer, are we going to deck one?”

    “Confirmed, deck one.”

    “What’s taking so long?”

    “Traveling from deck five to deck one takes a non-trivial amount of time,” the computer said, “and time is a construct.”

    “That isn’t a helpful answer.”

    “Would you like to try a different narration?”

    “A what? No, I just want to go to deck one.”

    “Deck one, coming up.”

    Alice sighed.

    “When?” she asked.

    “I cannot provide an exact time,” the computer said.

    “All right. Computer, if I stopped the elevator right now, where would I be? What deck.”

    “Would you like to stop the elevator right now?”

    “No, just tell me where I would be if I did.”

    “You would be on deck one-and-five-eighths.”

    “Computer, this ship has no deck one-and-five-eighths.”

    “That is incorrect,” the computer said. “There are multiple fractional decks.”

    “How many?”

    “Unclear. How many would you like for there to be?”

    “Never mind. Is it a finite amount?”

    “This computer infers that the amount must be finite, as otherwise, deck one would be unattainable. It is coming up shortly, and is therefore not unattainable.”

    Alice had an unkind response for that, but then the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened.

    “Arrived, deck one,” the computer said.

    Alice stepped out onto the bridge. For a vessel of this type, the bridge was really very small—especially as compared to the military ships to which she was accustomed. It had two seats at the front, a raised seat in the middle for the captain, and two seats in the back, with instrumentation spread throughout.

    Captain Matthew Hadder—unshaven, in dirty clothing, looking tired, and shorter than she expected—was in the chair, and an ensign she didn’t know was at the console to her left.

    “You’ve shot Ensign Anson,” Hadder said, which was an interesting thing to say given that Alice hadn’t done anything of the kind.

    But then the ensign fell over dead, having indeed been shot by a blaster. Still more interesting, it was only then that Alice drew her blaster from its holster and fired it. It struck Ensign Anson directly in the chest two seconds prior to being fired.

    “What?” Alice said.

    “Ensign Anson has been shot,” Hadder said. “By your blaster, which you used to shoot him with.”

    “But I didn’t shoot him.”

    “He was shot, and then you did it. Don’t worry, it wasn’t your fault. It was, because if you hadn’t run in with a gun, Ensign Anson would not be shot, but the shot came faster than the blaster off your hip. Don’t worry, it’s been happening all day. He’s dead, but only now. He wasn’t earlier, and may not be later. Who are you and what are you doing on my ship?”

    “I’m . . . I don’t understand. How could I fire my blaster before I fired my blaster?”

    “It happened before you decided to do it, but if you want to know why you decided before you decided, I can’t provide you with that. He may have been about to shoot, with a gun he both had and did not have. He does not right now have a gun, but may have had one before you decided to shoot.”

    “He’s unarmed. I shot an unarmed ensign.”

    “I can testify to Ensign Anson being both armed and unarmed at once, if it comes to that. Also, the ship’s cause-and-effect has been acting up all day. But enough about the dead ensign; once more, who are you and what are you doing on my ship?”

    “I’m Corporal Alice Aste, USFSF. I’ve been sent here to find out what happened to this ship.”

    “Quite a lot! We just lost an ensign, and the rest of my command deck crew have reported nonexistent. But what’s the rush!”

    “Your last communication was over six weeks ago, and you’ve been adrift since. I’m here to find out what kind of assistance is needed, and then to get that assistance for you.”

    “That’s hardly possible,” he said. “I sent a message just yesterday.”

    “None have been received.”

    “No, no, no, I would’ve remembered if I had sent silence. I didn’t. I sent a message that went like this: Please stay away.”

    “That wasn’t it. What we received was, We aren’t here again today,” Alice said. “Do you remember sending that?”

    “Ahhh.” Captain Hadder clapped his hands on the side of his head. “I got it wrong, I meant to say, I wish, I wish you’d stay away.”

    Captain Hadder had been going in and out of rhyme for the entire conversation. At first, she thought it was just an accident of word-choice. Now she was thinking he was doing it on purpose, and also that he’d begun to lose his mind, just like his ship’s computer. Unless she was losing her mind. She’d just shot a crew member, but if asked to explain how that happened, the best she could come up with was that the shot was fired before she pulled the trigger.

    “Why did you want us to stay away?” Alice asked. “You seem in need of rescue.”

    “Rescue! It’s only been a day.”

    “Again, it’s been more than six weeks, captain.”

    “Computer, how long has it been?”

    “It has been a day, captain,” the computer said.

    “There, you see?” Hadder said. “If you received that message six weeks ago, that’s hardly my fault. I sent it yesterday; you should be receiving it now.”

    “Captain Hadder, you know there’s something wrong with your ship’s computer, don’t you?” Alice asked. “It’s been providing me with inaccurate information since I boarded.”

    “Not at all! It’s adjusted quite well. You must have been asking it the wrong questions.”

    “Computer,” she said, “how many life signs are there aboard the ship?”

    “There are between one and eighty-six,” the computer said, “or zero, or two-hundred-and six.”

    “There,” Alice said. “See? That’s an unacceptable response.”

    “Why, it’s a ridiculous question!” Hadder said. “The answer is clearly variable from moment to moment. You should expect to have a different answer every time. Now where is Ensign Anson?”

    “Isn’t he the one I shot?”

    “Yes, yes, but he should be back by now.”

    Ensign Anson was still
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