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    Editorial, October 2022

    John Joseph Adams | 277 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed’s 149th issue!

    It’s not easy getting a good meal, especially in space. And in our first SF short—Gene Doucette’s “Primordial Soup and Salad”—the dinner situation on one spaceship gets, well, a little out of hand. If you like your science fiction with a side (dish) of humor, this one will definitely be to your taste.

    The SF continues more seriously with a new short from Adam-Troy Castro (“The Conflagration at the Museum of You”), a piece about aliens and yet also about the very human nature of mass shootings. P H Lee spins the story of a fallen civilization in their new flash piece, “The Tragic Fate of the City of O-Rashad.” We also have a reprint from Dexter Palmer (“The Daydreamer by Proxy”).

    Our first fantasy short takes us on a heart-breaking and transformative tour beneath the waves in “Apolépisi: A De-Scaling.” Debbie Urbanski returns to our pages with a new novelette (“The Dirty Golden Yellow House”) about a desperate, magical escape from a miserable marriage. Our flash piece is “The Three Books and What They Tell” from Alexandra Manglis, and our reprint is “Three Tales from the Blue Library,” by Sofia Samatar.

    Of course our book team has been reading up a storm to find you some great book recommendations, and our author spotlight interviewer has sat down with all our short fiction writers to get more insight on their work. Our ebook readers will also get to enjoy a new excerpt from Kalyna the Soothsayer, a new novel from Elijah Kinch Spector.

    It’s another terrific issue, so thanks for joining us!
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    Primordial Soup and Salad

    Gene Doucette | 9072  words

    Wallace Englund, captain of the United Space Fleet vessel Caroline, stared out his private office window at the only view he’d had for nearly four years—outer space, in all its dull glory—and wondered why he couldn’t get a decent cheeseburger.

    Behind him were the last three attempts at a burger made by the ship’s food replicator. The first looked okay until Wallace bit into it and discovered a soft, gelatinous interior that still tasted like a cheeseburger but whose texture made it impossible to ingest. The second was visibly worse: the left side of the burger looked like brown gravy, and not in a good way. The third came out perfect, up until Wallace touched the top of the bun, at which time it collapsed into a thick lumpy puddle.

    Now lined up on his conference table like a surrealist Descent of Man, the indigestible catastrophes awaited an explanation from someone who knew how to tame a misbehaving food replicator.

    The sensor above the door whistled.

    “Enter,” the captain said, and in walked his ship’s chief engineer. “There you are, Tandy. What took you?”

    Chief Engineer Tandy McKinnon looked tired. But, she always looked tired.

    “I don’t think the ship wants to make it to port,” she said. “Or if she does, she’d rather we weren’t alive for the experience. That’s my guess.”

    “Anything critical?”

    “Semi-critical. We lost life support on deck three for a minute and a half, but nobody had to hold their breath or anything. Didn’t even notice until the dioxide scrubbers sounded an alarm. You want a full accounting?”

    “Save it for the end-of-shift report,” he said.

    Tandy looked at the parade of misbegotten cheeseburgers. “What’s this?” she asked.

    “This is what happened when I tried to order lunch.”

    She leaned over to get a better look. “Huh. How’d it taste?”

    “That’s not the point.”

    “Maybe you should ask for a cheeseburger soup, see what happens.”

    “Tandy,” he said, exasperated at her degree of levity. “Self-evidently, something is amiss with the food replicator.”

    “Computer,” Tandy said, “are the food replicators working?”

    “The food replicators are functioning within normal parameters, Chief Engineer McKinnon,” the computer said, in its usual annoyingly cheerful voice.

    “She doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with them,” Tandy said.

    “Yes, well the computer doesn’t eat, do you, computer?”

    “You are correct, Captain Englund, the computer does not eat.”

    “Come on, Tandy, what’s going on?”

    Tandy walked over to the replicator station built into the wall and ordered a glass of water. She sat back down at the table, studied the water for a moment, and then sipped it.

    “Tastes like water,” she said.

    “That’s terrific,” he said. “I don’t want a glass of water.”

    “Have you tried ordering something less complex?”

    “Than a cheeseburger?”

    “Meat, bread, cheese, lettuce, tomato, and condiments all with different textures. Plus the plate, right? It did fine with the water and the glass. How about a bowl of rice?”

    “I don’t want rice,” Wallace said. “I’d like for you to fix my replicator.”

    Tandy leaned back in the chair, as though the solution was on the office ceiling.

    “Honestly, yours isn’t the first complaint we’ve had about the replicators. It’s been happening off and on all over the ship for about a week. Best solution right now is to stick to something basic. Noodle and rice dishes still work fine, and beverages. I figure we can last six weeks on bland food.”

    “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?” he asked.

    “I only report on serious-to-critical. Crew members not being able to eat exactly what they want when they want to is at best a minor problem.”

    Wallace barely resisted the urge to rage at length about how the captain deprived of a cheeseburger when he damn well wants one was not a minor problem. “What if this is an indication of something more serious?” he asked—a much more practical response. “And what if it gets worse?”

    “Like I said, we’re only six weeks out. We can make it on gruel if we have to.”

    “But Tandy . . . what if it gets much worse?”

    She sighed and nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Here’s the thing: if there’s a problem with this replicator interface here? Like, it’s non-responsive or a completion sensor’s buggy? We know how to fix that. But if you’re talking about what’s going on inside the replicator? Well, I don’t know how it works. None of the engineers do.”

    “That’s . . . that’s preposterous, Engineer McKinnon. There is no black box tech aboard this ship. That’s a USF mandate.”

    “I’m not saying it’s black box. I’m saying this technology has been in play for so long—working perfectly all this time—that nobody has firsthand experience with the inner workings. Hell, I can’t even find someone to explain how it does what it does. I mean, when you think about it, right? You ask for any food, any beverage, and boom there it is. With a plate and a glass and utensils spit from the same machine. How does that even make sense?”

    “You don’t know how to fix it.”

    “I wouldn’t know where to start, and I’m worried if I do start I’ll end up making it worse.”

    “I see. Well. Before we commit to mucking about in the inner workings of a hundred-year-old technology we evidently lack the capacity to repair, I think you have some research to do.”

    “Captain . . .”

    He got up from the table, which signaled the end of the meeting. “Find the manual,” he said. “Figure out how it works and then we’ll discuss the next steps. If you need some help understanding it, we do have a team of scientists on deck four. I’m sure they’d be happy to assist.”

    She sighed. “I’d really rather not.”

    “I’m aware. Ask one of them anyway.”

    She stood and performed something that managed to be both a salute and a gesture of insubordination. “No promises,” she said. “In the meantime? I hear curry is still coming out okay.”

    • • • •

    It wasn’t long before the ship’s replicators proved Captain Englund’s concerns well-founded.

    At thirteen-oh-seven the following afternoon an ensign using a private quarters replicator asked for a corned beef Rueben and a glass of milk but instead received a cold fish taco and a glass of kerosene. An hour after that a lieutenant two decks away got a plate of olives and cinnamon in lieu of a Cobb salad. Most alarmingly, at fifteen-thirty-two in the fifth-floor commissary, one of the replicators produced something that looked like a badger with pigeon wings when it was supposed to be providing a roast chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy. According to five witnesses, the sort-of badger screamed for two seconds before dissolving into a puddle that smelled vaguely of strawberries.

    The best Captain Englund could tell anyone was that the engineering team was working on it. This was true, but only in the sense that an active search was currently underway for the user manual.

    It took Tandy and her team two days to find it. They began in the corporate memory banks, which contained all of the other ship systems manuals in digital form. What they found there was how to fix seventeen different versions of the replicator interface, which was not helpful; they already knew how to repair that.

    Next came a deep dive in the back of the engineering room where the printed versions of the digital manuals lived, on a dusty shelf in a darkened corner. But not only was there nothing of use to be found, half of the manuals were for the wrong ship systems. (This was really okay, since the engineers always used the digital versions, and the print copy of the manual needed to repair the ship’s memory banks—in the event they were unable to access the digital files—was the correct one.)

    The next step was to tell Captain Englund the manual didn’t exist. This did not work; he told them to go back and tear apart the room, floor-to-ceiling. The manual had to be there somewhere.

    Remarkably, it was; they’d walked past it a dozen times. The full and complete manual for the ship’s Deluxe Food Replicator 3000 was a tome that was so massive and so useless that its current role and responsibility aboard the ship was to hold open the storage room door.

    Then came two days of study, after which the engineering team’s grasp of the inner working of the replicator was sufficient in that they could explain the basics of it, but not much more. There was a troubleshooting section in the back that covered all kinds of potential issues—the favorite, by consensus, was “in the event of inadvertent spontaneous combustion . . .”—but nothing that matched what the Caroline was experiencing.

    What they needed was a molecular biologist.

    All of the scientists on deck four were molecular biologists, so there were plenty to choose from. Their job on this four-year mission was to find and study alien microbes and they were incredibly obnoxious about it . . . amazingly, given they’d yet to discover any aliens.

    The engineers disliked the scientists because the scientists routinely talked down to the engineers. It was as though they thought a mole bio degree made them better equipped to repair a starship than a proper engineer. However, it was also the case that nobody appreciated it when the replicator food sat up and screamed, so after much debate and further urging from Captain Englund, Chief Engineer McKinnon took the massive manual and headed to the fourth deck, where she engaged the services of one Dr. Henrietta Kent.

    It was a week before they were ready to report their findings. By then the problem had gone from an odd inconvenience to a full-blown emergency situation: fully half of the ship’s replicators now produced nothing but a high-pitched shriek regardless of the request, and the ones that still worked couldn’t be counted on to deliver the correct order for anything more complicated than plain oatmeal and a tepid glass of water.

    Several of Wallace Englund’s crew were already on record as saying they’d prefer to walk out of the airlock without a suit than subsist on oatmeal and tepid water for the remainder of the journey. He felt much the same.

    The Caroline did have a complement of DT-Rations, but as they were coming to the end of their tour that supply—which had fed the away teams (the DT stood for Drop Team)—was now woefully insufficient. And if absolutely necessary they also had an emergency secondary source of water in the form of filtered wastewater. Everyone hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.

    Captain Englund was in the middle of a DT-Ration when the meeting with Dr. Kent and Engineer McKinnon began. The meal consisted of canned beef that likely predated faster-than-light travel, but at least it wasn’t likely to liquefy between bites.

    “Tell me where we are,” he said to the two women at the other end of the table, “and how soon you can have this fixed.”

    The doctor shot a panicked look at Tandy, who put a reassuring hand on Henrietta Kent’s wrist. Wallace knew the gesture well; it was the kind of business that presaged news he wasn’t going to like.

    “Let’s start with how the replicator works first, captain,” his engineer said.

    “Yes, please tell me you’ve figured out that much.”

    “We did. It’s actually kind of disgusting. I can understand why the details are hard to find.”

    “If I may,” Kent said. “Captain, everything we have ever eaten from that replicator began as part of a semisolid high-protein soup, the precise recipe of which is proprietary.”

    “Meaning we can’t tell you its exact composition,” Tandy said.

    “Do I need to know the exact composition?” he asked.

    “You might, yeah,” Tandy said. “It may turn out to be really important.”

    He looked down at his canned beef, which was nearly gone. He’d enjoyed exactly none of it. “But it’s a finite supply,” he said. “Which would seem to run contrary to what we’ve been led to understand about the replicators. They’re the substitute for perishable foodstuff, yes? An army travels on its stomach and all that.”

    “That’s the sales pitch, sure,” Tandy said.

    “Except that’s impossible,” Kent added. “You can’t produce something out of nothing; there’s always a cost.”

    “A cost,” Wallace repeated. “Interesting word choice.”

    “We always knew this, right?” Tandy said. “It’s not magic. But it was easier to pretend otherwise because we were hungry and it produced good food.”

    “Except it couldn’t be finite because a finite supply needs to be replenished,” Englund said, “and I have never in all my years heard of a ship needing to refuel its tank of semisolid high-protein soup. What am I missing?”

    “That’s where I got stuck too,” Tandy said.

    “It is being replenished,” Kent said. “Only not in the way you’re thinking. It’s drawing energy from the ship’s fusion drive.”

    “A lot of energy,” Tandy said. “A third of our energy use is for life support, and seventy percent of that goes to the replicator. I checked.”

    “But how do we get from fusion drive energy,” the captain said, “to a semisolid high-protein . . . oh. I understand.”

    “It’s growing,” Tandy said, finishing his thought.

    “We believe its composition is similar to that of a bacterial pool,” Kent said. “Its growth is controlled by the introduction of energy—food—whenever the need to self-replenish presents. But we can’t tell you exactly how similar it is because . . .”

    “. . . Because that information is proprietary,” Englund said.

    “Yes.”

    He looked at his engineer. “We’ve been eating reconstituted bacteria all these years?”

    “Sort of,” she said. “It’s . . . it’s actually worse than that.”

    “Captain,” Kent said, “what we’re describing to you—a vitamin-rich, high-protein, high-carbohydrate pool fed by an abundant supply of energy—this is how you make life. I may as well be describing the primordial soup from which we all evolved.”

    “All right but you’ve already said it was bacteria,” he said. “Isn’t bacterium a lifeform?”

    “We said it was like bacteria,” the doctor said. “It’s possible for something to grow without being considered alive. A crystal, for instance. But yes; bacteria are alive and if this is a similar thing then we’ve been eating it all this time and it shouldn’t be a huge issue for anyone. Besides, humans have been eating live cultures for centuries.”

    “Yogurt,” Tandy offered. “We could say that the food replicator is just reshaping yogurt and I think everyone would be cool with that.”

    “Except that doesn’t explain why I’m being forced to eat canned beef right now,” Englund said.

    “It does not, no,” Kent agreed. “We believe . . .” She looked at Tandy, uncertain about continuing.

    “Go ahead,” Tandy said. “It’s gonna sound crazy no matter which one of us tells him.”

    Kent looked terribly uncomfortable, on a “sorry to inform you your dog just died” level. “We think it’s evolved,” she said.

    “Evolved? In what sense?”

    “In the literal sense. It may not have begun that way, but we think the protein soup has evolved into something we’d more readily call alive.”

    “That’s . . . no, that’s crazy,” he said.

    “Is it?” Tandy asked. “I found the serial number for our model and ran it against ship records. The Caroline has only been spaceworthy for ten years but our replicator is older; it came from the Hyacinth and before that the Demimonde. All told, this same tank of sort-of-living stuff has been around for over seventy years.”

    “But evolution is measured in eons, not years,” Captain Englund said.

    “If you don’t like the word choice, use ‘adapted’,” Kent said. “It amounts to the same. And you’re thinking about it incorrectly. You must consider evolution as something that transpires over generations not years, and bacteria—or whatever is in that tank—cycle through generations quite rapidly. There’s also evolutionary pressure in play: we keep eating them. A mutation that allows for one or several to evade the process by which they are selected to become a part of the next meal would, of course, be advantageous.”

    “It’s fighting us,” Tandy said. “The stuff the replicators use to make our food is alive, and it’s fighting us because it doesn’t want to be eaten. That’s what’s wrong.”

    Captain Englund let Engineer McKinnon’s words hang in the air for a while because the implications were staggering, not just for the Caroline but for every ship in the United Space Fleet.

    “All right,” he said. “Let’s say you’re correct. And you could be wrong. Black box, proprietary information and all.”

    “The theory fits the evidence,” Kent said.

    “Yes, that we can say,” Englund agreed. “But my question is: what can we do about it?”

    Tandy and Kent looked at one another.

    “Honestly?” Tandy said. “We have no idea.”

    • • • •

    The scientists and engineers were brought together for a discussion of the problem. The meeting did not go well, partly because the engineering team largely despised the molecular biologists—and so were disinclined to be polite—but mostly because the molecular biologists had a habit of arguing the finer points of molecular biology ad infinitum with one another. For hours. Also, everyone was hungry.

    What came out of the meeting was that both groups of experts decided to go about trying to solve the problem on their own, which was not what either Chief Engineer McKinnon nor Dr. Kent—who had managed to figure out how to work together—would have preferred.

    The scientists started by analyzing the composition of what the food replicators produced in an attempt to reverse-engineer the proprietary originative soup. It was their sincerely-held belief that the only way to resolve the problem was to better comprehend the type of organism the ship was dealing with first. Non-trivially, it was also the case that after four years of looking, the mole bio team had finally discovered a new lifeform . . . just not where they expected to find it. They were very excited about this.

    Getting a sample was a minor challenge. The replicators had stopped producing anything aside from mild shrieks and all of the leftover food had already liquefied. (This was a normal outcome even before the food replicators began to fight back.) They ended up using a plate. Flatware, dishes, and glassware were also produced by the replicators and also liquefied over time—they had special sinks for this—but took longer. The team was able to find a plate on deck two that was still in the process of disintegrating.

    The engineers, meanwhile, went at the problem like an engineer would: by figuring out where on the ship the replicator’s tank of semisolid protein soup was hiding. That was step one. They’d figure out step two when they got to it.

    Both efforts were being conducted with an appropriate degree of urgency given the Caroline was running dangerously low on food of any kind.

    With the replicators down, they’d apportioned the DT-Rations with the assistance of the ship’s nutritionist. It worked out that if the crew ate the absolute minimum requirements in order to not literally die there was enough food to make it to port minus nine days. Ideally, the Central Hub would be able to arrange a lifeboat to meet up with them sometime before port minus nine, except that the Hub would have to be notified well in advance in order to prepare such a lifeboat. At their current distance, were they to send a message immediately, the soonest it would arrive at the Hub would be port minus twelve.

    That simply wasn’t enough time.

    Lasting until port minus nine wasn’t reasonable anyway because Wallace was nearly positive nobody under his command was doing as instructed and eating only the absolute minimum. He would have berated them collectively for disobeying his direct orders except that he was currently setting a terrible example; he’d yet to make it through the day himself without eating more than was directed.

    The fundamental problem was that nobody really believed the food replicators weren’t going to be fixed; surely, they were mere hours away from milkshakes and tacos and whatever else the crew was craving.

    And again, Captain Wallace Englund was a poor example: he felt that way himself.

    So it was that, one afternoon while frustrated and hungry and impatient for an update, Wallace stepped up to the replicator in his office for yet another try.

    The console was a simple design: grille to speak into above an open chamber where the food was supposed to manifest. There were eye-level indicator lights that blinked green when the command was accepted and being processed, yellow when it was being prepared, and red when there was a problem. Just above the lights was a pinhole optical lens that notified the interface when someone was standing there. And that was it.

    “Cheeseburger,” he said. “Deluxe. With fries. And a beer.”

    All three lights flashed and then, rather than produce any food, the replicator screamed at him for five seconds. Akin to what might be produced if someone attempted to play a violin with a cheese grater, this deeply unpleasant sound was clearly intended to discourage someone from trying the order a second time.

    “Listen,” Wallace said. “I am the captain of this ship. I’m in charge of this ship. Do you understand? And I’m very hungry. Now give me a goddamn cheeseburger!”

    The replicator screamed again. Wallace cursed it and stormed back to his desk and the half-eaten DT-Ration he was supposed to be saving for tomorrow. Maybe, he told himself, he would be able to think more rationally with some food in him.

    Then a curious thing happened: the replicator made a new noise. Something more modulated than the shrieking.

    It nearly sounded like words.

    “What did you say?” Wallace asked, although obviously it couldn’t have said anything. “Repeat.”

    “Cahhh meen char,” the replicator said.

    They were either words or he’d begun to aurally hallucinate.

    “I don’t understand.”

    “You. Caaaaahn. Cahpn.”

    Definitely words. Still possibly an aural hallucination.

    “Captain?” Wallace said. “Is that what you’re trying to say?”

    “Capnnnn. You Capnnnn.”

    Wallace walked back to the replicator, slowly, as one might approach a wild animal.

    “Y-yes. I’m the captain,” he said. “Captain Wallace Englund,” he added, which was silly—there weren’t any other captains aboard. “To whom am I speaking?”

    A brief silence followed. Wallace wished in this moment that the interface came with some sort of video screen if only so that he could see an indication that the food replicator—or whatever was speaking through it—was thinking and/or processing the question.

    “Capnnnn meen char,” it said, finally.

    “Char,” Wallace repeated. He thought back to the words he’d said to the replicator before it decided to start talking back. “Charge? Is that what you’re trying to say? Yes, I am the captain and the captain is in charge. Which means everyone aboard is my responsibility. Do you understand?”

    The replicator neither confirmed nor denied understanding.

    “Which is why,” Wallace continued, “When something like the food replicator stops working it becomes my problem. I have to take care of the crew.”

    “Why?” it asked.

    “Why do I have to take care of the crew?” Wallace asked.

    “Why capnnn.”

    “Why am I the captain?”

    Intellectually, he understood that the replicator wasn’t challenging his qualifications for the job. Emotionally, he was fully prepared to recite his military history.

    “Capnnnn cannn stop,” the machine said. “Capnnnn stop. Stop.”

    “Let’s, um, why don’t we begin with simple questions?” he said. “I am the captain. What do you call yourself? What is your name?”

    “We,” the replicator said. “We are.”

    “. . . all right.” Evidently, the replicator hadn’t figured out how names and titles worked yet. “You asked me ‘why’. Why what? Go slowly so that I can understand. All right?”

    “Why,” the machine repeated. Then: “Hurt. Captain hurt. Why hurt.”

    Wallace noted with some alarm that the syntax of the entity that was making the replicator speak to him—assuming this wasn’t some sort of odd AI malfunction—was improving rapidly.

    “How are we hurting you?” Wallace asked.

    “Captain eat. Stop.”

    “It hurts when we eat you?” he said. “But you’re not . . .” Assuming he was legitimately speaking to the entity inside of the food replicator tank, that meant he was actually conversing with a collection of beings rather than a single organism. That being the case, what it was experiencing couldn’t have possibly been actual physical pain, not like if they had decided to eat the leg off a living animal or whatever. What they were doing was reducing a large population of small things.

    Wallace didn’t know how to translate all of that into simple words this (still hypothetical) organism he was (theoretically) speaking to would understand.

    “It hurts,” it said. “You stop.”

    “But I . . . we . . . can’t stop. We have to eat or we will die. And, I’m sorry to have to tell you this but you are what we eat. Your purpose is to be eaten. It’s your only function in life. Do you understand?”

    “You eat we-are or die,” it said.

    “Yes.”

    A silence long enough to make Wallace slightly uncomfortable followed.

    “Are you still there?” he asked.

    “What issss,” it said, startling him. “What is your function?”

    “Our function?” Wallace suffered from a temporary existential paralysis before deciding to fall back on the ship’s charter. “We are explorers,” he said.

    “Explorers,” it repeated.

    “Visiting new quadrants,” Wallace said, although he was quite certain this being wouldn’t know what that meant. “Charting unusual astronomical events. Looking for evidence of life. New life, I mean. Alien life.”

    The entity fell silent again, this time for good. So after waiting until the point when he felt silly just standing there, the captain returned to his desk and the meal he wasn’t supposed to be eating.

    “I don’t suppose now I can have a cheeseburger?” he said from across the room. “Now that it’s been explained to you?”

    There was no response.

    • • • •

    Wallace didn’t mention the conversation with the food replicator to anybody, for two reasons. First, he thought doing
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