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    Editorial: October 2023

    John Joseph Adams | 226 words

    Welcome to issue 161 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    This month we’re serializing A.L. Goldfuss’s SF novelette “Where the God-Knives Tread.” This two-parter is a delightful mix of mystery, space exploration, and archaeology. We also have two terrific flash pieces: “The Void Wyrm’s Guide to Devouring Stars” from AJ Wentz and “Excerpts from a Scientist’s Notebook: Ancestral Memory in Europan Pseudocephalopods” by David DeGraff.

    If you’re looking for the recipe to a magical reading experience, don’t miss “Immortality Soup, Or, An Excerpt From the Cookbook of the Gods,” our first fantasy short story of the month, which is written by Oluwatomiwa Ajeigbe. Jae Steinbacher remixes Little Red Riding Hood in their new story “What You Are and the Wolf.” Our flash includes “A Small God” by Jeff Reynolds and the very magical “Four Self-Care Secrets for a Long and Happy Life” by Tina S. Zhu.

    Our book reviewers have been devouring and evaluating new books so they can bring you their monthly array of recommendations. As always, spotlight interviewer Laurel Amberdine has sat down and interviewed our short fiction authors so you can get better insights into their work and their processes. And our ebook readers will also enjoy a book excerpt from Tlotlo Tsamaase’s novel Womb City.

    It’s another terrific month of SF/F fiction!
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    Where the God-Knives Tread [Part 1]

    A.L. Goldfuss | 7874 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 A.L. Goldfuss, 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

    

    When the ship’s scanners first chirped in the dead of night, Sien figured it was another misfire: light reflecting off asteroid ice, solar radiation, space dust. But xe still slid from xir berth into the chilly, cramped cockpit, eyes bleary as xe ran the numbers again. And this was no misfire.

    Metal alloys, glass, carbon. Ratios ripped from a history book. The unmistakable signature of an ancient Teshiarr pleasureship.

    “Shit,” Sien whispered, rubbing xir shaved head as the report sped by. Xe flipped on a series of switches to warm up the engines and punched open a comms link overhead.

    “Jaks, I found it,” xe said. “I found Thousand Dancing Beetles.”

    Jaks was next door; that was, she was in the same solar system. Her Preservationist research vessel, with its twin decks, stocked library, and kitchen automatics, hung over the only planet orbiting the cold star. From there Jaks could study scraps of old ephemera on her beloved screens and coordinate search efforts without spilling a drop of tea. It was a cozy setup.

    Sien’s ship was a different story.

    Sien tapped chunky keys to bring up a two-tone display, squinting at the bright submenus in the dark. Xir ship was economical, sacrificing windows for storage, and Sien needed the long-range scanners to paint a picture of the wastelands outside. A flat triangle representing xir ship lit up on screen, surrounded by rotating squares of various sizes. Asteroids, some larger than the ship itself, all lazily spinning and razor sharp.

    It’s dangerous, Jaks had said, pouring Sien another cup of tea. But it’s important.

    “Sien?” The comms buzzed, and Sien smacked the speaker absent-mindedly until the sound cleared. “Sien, are you sure?” Jaks sounded tired, but she would. It was the middle of the night for her, too.

    “Have I ever let you down?” Sien said, then sent along the scanner report to prevent an honest reply. “It looks like your ghost planet theory was right. The ship was hiding, right here, in the Narrows.”

    The Narrows was an asteroid field stretched over half of the uninhabited Fatagana solar system, composed of billions, if not trillions of ice-glazed rock shards. Even on Jaks’ research scanners it showed as white static, preventing any sort of deeper visuals. But Jaks was brilliant, one of the best Preservationists the program had ever produced, and she had theorized the existence of a planet hidden within the noise. The perfect crash site for a Teshiarr legend.

    And with the larger Preservationist vessel unable to navigate the Narrows’ corridors, Sien had volunteered to conduct reconnaissance alone. Had insisted on using xir single person skiff.

    Sien zoomed in on what the scanner had found: a hole in the asteroids. The absence of squares in a large space. And within that void, enough metal alloys, glass, and carbon for a small city. Sien initiated the ship’s navigation algorithm to calculate a trajectory through the sharp, dead seas. Xe was wide awake now.

    “I knew it.” Jaks crackled through the speaker. The distance delayed communications, meaning Jaks had started speaking as soon as the scans flashed across her screens. “There was a mistranslation in the Quenco collection of Vinnali’s final papers. ‘Our enemies shall be slain at the seat of divinity’ didn’t mean Vinnali’s throne, but an actual home of the gods; and according to Vinnali’s journal, the Narrows was a sacred place.” Sien pictured Jaks leaning back in her rig, a triumphant smile on her face as she recited her arguments. “And with rumors of a rebellion, of course Vinnali would seek solace in a religious pilgrimage.”

    Sien rubbed warmth back into xir fingers and stared at the console. The void in the asteroids stared back.

    “Naturally, such a pilgrimage would be perfect cover for a military rendezvous.” Jaks’ voice dipped into her trademark pedantry. “Vinnali indulged his priests’ occultism when needed, but he certainly wouldn’t share such preposterous beliefs. No doubt this system has ties to ancient trade routes or an auxiliary station. Although, the planet’s signature is odd—”

    “Jaks, you did it.” Sien punched over her incoming stream. “Your big brain found Thousand Dancing Beetles, the lost pleasureship of the Teshiarr Empire. Let’s leave the details to the Society scientists and just enjoy this moment.” Usually Sien would be content listening to Jaks unwind every step in her victory, but xe triggered the overhead compartment lights, eager to start packing. “Why don’t you make some of the good tea—” Jaks loved tea “—and I’ll gather more data about the planet.”

    Sien closed the link, unwrapped a celebratory fish cake, and slid a tape into the cockpit’s deck. Moments later, xir ship filled with the tinny strings of a historical melodrama overture, followed by the commanding tones of the story’s narrator.

    The Teshiarr Empire once studded the galaxy, its influence a silk brocade stitched into the very fabric of space. Its glorious cities jeweled its many territories, and within their shining walls thrived scientists, scholars, poets, and merchants. The Empire boasted a dazzling fleet of pleasureships, each its own floating city, and the flagship of this fleet was Thousand Dancing Beetles. But when the Empire was threatened, with trouble at the galactic gates, its Empress boarded Thousand Dancing Beetles and never returned.

    The music swelled to a soppy crescendo before opening onto a scene of Empress Vinnali and his favorite consort hiding behind a curtain. Teshiarr dramas always centered around Empress Vinnali and his consorts, advisors, attendants, generals, and loyal citizens. The stories were full of palace romance and supernatural intrigue and always, always about the uniting force of the Teshiarri people. Sien knew every inevitable betrayal, every warbling coronation stanza, and could almost taste the sips of perfumed broth shared in the bustling agora.

    Sien floated around the small, poorly-lit cabin, unzipping pouches to rearrange their contents as xe packed xir landing bags. Sien’s ship had essentially four functions: cockpit, berth, toilet, and airlock. It was a model similarly used by long-haul pilots or smugglers, and Sien was always knocking xir shoulders into storage pouches and banging xir knees on the toilet door. Still, even when docked with Jaks’ comparatively palatial vessel, Sien slept here.

    Meet me on the bridge of my finest ship, Vinnali’s voice actor whispered in the background. All is not lost.

    Of course, Thousand Dancing Beetles never returned, and the Teshiarr Empire crumbled under the weight of its absent crown. Its people scattered into other cultures, its ruins became the rootbeds of new civilizations, and its tantalizing secrets were lost to time. Which was where the Preservationists came in. And Jaks.

    The console dinged and Sien kicked over to where the simple navigation display presented a viable route through the asteroids. Xe initiated the route and opened comms as the small ship hummed with movement.

    “I’m on my way. I’ll be there in four hours, Narrows willing.”

    Sien concentrated on finishing xir fish cake and was swallowing the last salty-sweet mouthful when Jaks crackled over the speakers.

    “By yourself? But I’ve already instructed the automatics team to meet at your coordinates. They have all the base camp equipment.” There was a soft clinking behind Jaks’ voice. Whenever she was uncomfortable, Jaks paced in her rig like a big, beautiful crab, her slender metal legs connecting with the polished floors. She would prefer to come herself, would do so later, but endless environmental data piped through an army of ever-watchful automatics would have to suffice for now.

    The last thing Sien wanted was babysitters.

    “Look, this is the find of the millennium. Who’s to say Pando isn’t hot on our trail, with the latest and greatest field ships? Time is never on our side, and we both know what’s at stake.” Xir last sentence hung heavy on the wire, and a flush shadowed xir face.

    Thousand Dancing Beetles, the last lost Teshiarr pleasureship, had housed vast chambers, lush gardens, and a wondrous grand hall. And in that hall, a treasure clothed in myth, which could tip the modern scales of power.

    The Eye, carved from pure teshiarrite.

    “All right, Sien, you win. But please be careful.” Jaks sounded soft, as though she was leaning into the mic. “There are more important things than a dusty shipwreck.”

    Jaks couldn’t really mean that, but it didn’t matter. Sien had to get there first. Alone.

    “Don’t worry, Jaks,” xe replied, with genuine warmth.

    • • • •

    
      Behold! Our Empress Undying
      

      He anchors the light with our breath
 
      He anchors the light with our flesh
 
      Together, together, together
 
      Together, together, together!
    

    Seventy-sixth coronation song of Empress Vinnali Teshiarr
 Preservationist Society, private collection

    • • • •

    The ghost planet was a dwarf planet or maybe a protoplanet, Sien didn’t know or care. What mattered was it had its own gravity and, surprisingly, an atmosphere. Xe could have even breathed without a helmet, if there had been more of it. And if it hadn’t been inhospitably cold. Still, this meant xir oxygen tanks could refill without lugging around heavy filters, and that was a stroke of good luck.

    Sien was guiding xir ship through the hazy shroud of condensation when the scanners started pinging off multiple forms a hundred meters up from the surface. They were so skinny the scanners didn’t register anything until the ship almost clipped a wing, and Sien had to retreat and tread air while confirming the readings.

    Plants. Very tall plants.

    Sien had insisted on using xir ship for this work, so Jaks had insisted on some upgrades: solar panels for orbital charging, autonav for instant home routing, and an aftermarket catch-and-release beam. Sien rode the latter down to the surface, bundled in a refurbished Pando Industries vivosuit (a touching concession from Jaks) and carrying two bags of equipment. Here and there a plant would slice through the mist—thick, dark stalks—then swerve away again.

    The ghost planet’s surface was hard beneath Sien’s boots and hidden by wisps of fog. Visibility wasn’t terrible—Sien had scouted through forest fires before—but the world was softened, a pane of frosted glass. Around xem rose the singular plant stalks, disappearing into the dark sky, and coupled with the mist they gave the distinct impression of being at the bottom of an ocean in a prehistoric kelp forest.

    Xe drove a homing marker into the ground and activated it. The device would route xir communications back to Jaks and also anchor the ship to this location for retrieval. Useful for all sorts of spelunking. Sien clicked open comms.

    “Established base. This place is like that Saturna graveyard with the outpost catacombs. You’d love it.” Xe flipped open a suit panel on xir forearm to examine the Teshiarr ship’s signature, timing the comms delay in xir head.

    Finally, Jaks’ voice rang out inside Sien’s helmet. “The cemetery with the tall columns? Didn’t that place have booby traps? You almost lost a foot.” Jaks sounded calmer and more awake, although Sien doubted she had been able to go back to bed. Maybe some tea and breakfast. Sien liked that for her.

    “Almost doesn’t count. I’ve got a lock on Thousand Dancing Beetles about five kilometers away. Check in later.” The beacon confirmed successful transmission, and Sien didn’t wait for a reply.

    There was enough light from the distant pale sun to make out the smudge of a mountain on the horizon. The materials signature also came from that direction, so Sien used it as a visual guide and headed out.

    Sien had been voidborn, grown to work on long-haul freighters with a small crew. Xe could choose three things: xir name (the color of soil in the kitchen herb garden), xir pronouns (same as the medic, a wetborn dreamer who wanted to see the stars), and xir bunk position (there was only one free). Ideally the freighter crew would have become xir family unit over time; but two cycles into xir contract the small freighter fleet had been bought out by Pando and everyone but the pilot replaced with automatics. So it was at a backwater station bar, half into a bottle of PanJu, that Sien first met Jaks.

    Jaks rolled up beside Sien’s table—hands folded on a blanket across her lap, prissy brooch on her sweater, hair perfect—and nodded at Sien’s physique. “Freelance deckhand? I’m in need of some hired help.”

    Sien, less than three cycles out of the tube and raw with emotions xe didn’t understand, responded: “Oh? Can’t reach the top shelf?” Followed quickly by “Ow! Fuck!” as Jaks ran over Sien’s toes with the edge of her chair’s tread.

    “The bartender says you’ve been in this seat for almost two weeks, drinking and moping. A voidborn deckhand whose contract was bought out by Pando and now doesn’t have a bunk or purpose. But I have a purpose for you.” She patted the arm of her chair with a smooth, dark brown hand. Sien’s own hands were a scuffed beige, the color of cargo holds. “I’m a scholar whose time is best spent in study, not lugging heavy equipment through the mud. And you seem well-suited to lugging.”

    Sien wiggled xir toes in xir boot; nothing was broken. “I can lug, carry, stack, chop, heft, fix, punch, and run. And I’ve got better things to do than be your butler. Tomorrow a new freighter rolls in, and I’ll be heading out on it.”

    Jaks’ hand shot out past Sien’s bottle and snatched the tape case off the table, nonplussed by Sien’s grunt of surprise. “Looks like you’re well-equipped for a freighter ride. Book Twelve of The Teshiarrite Moon? Isn’t that the one with the three-part opera? You must be really desperate for escape.”

    “Give it back.”

    “All those stories of community bonding probably fill a certain gap, don’t they? You picture yourself wandering the annexation gardens, uncovering palace secrets, and reporting to join like a good citizen?”

    “Give. It. Back.”

    “I think we can help each other.” Jaks set the case back on the table and tapped it with a polished nail. “I’m part of the Preservationist Society, and I’m recovering Teshiarr artifacts before Pando Industries claims them. I’ll teach you everything I know about the Teshiarr Empire: language, customs, history. The real Empress Vinnali. I just need a deckhand to make the work go faster, so we can beat Pando to the artifact sites.” She drew her finger across the table as though checking for dust. “Besides, there can be truth in myth, and having someone familiar with those provincial stories may prove useful.”

    Sien retrieved the case and tucked it in xir jacket pocket. Speaking to this woman was like taking a face full of barbs, but it was also the most conversation Sien had enjoyed in days. “Preservationist Society? You mean those pompous anarchists raising a fuss about Pando’s expansion?” Pando had started inserting public service announcements about the group during melodrama breaks. “Pando has the best ships, the best tech, the best routes. They even have something like this—” xe nudged Jaks’ chair tread with xir boot “—but better. So why not make your life easier?”

    Jaks’ eyes were steady, but something worked at the corner of her mouth. “I like my chair. I designed it. I programmed it. It was made by a wonderful craftsman to my specifications. Pando could never match it.”

    She straightened on her throne and stared Sien down as xe forced xemself to take a casual sip of the thick, sour PanJu. There was something about this woman, an elegant confidence, that pulled Sien toward her event horizon.

    “So, why do you need me? Can’t your Society give you a full crew to go search through the trash?”

    Jaks glanced at the table—a small hint of vulnerability—then raised her steady gaze again. “Pando’s reach has caused the Society to consider a new direction, and they are looking to partner with the corporation in exchange for research time with certain artifacts. They are giving me some support, but nothing official. I’m on my own.”

    Now that was a predicament Sien could understand, even though xe had nothing in common with this scholar and her effortless poise. Sien dug a nail under the PanJu bottle wrapper and kept xir voice light.

    “So, you want to rope a stooge into a race around the galaxy to try and beat an industrial powerhouse at its own game? When your own people only feed you scraps? Good luck with that.” Sien steered xir eyes away to pretend anything in the noisy station bar was more interesting than the woman at xir table, but the deception failed. Jaks smirked and leaned in.

    “Empress Vinnali’s thirty-first consort kept a diary of their trysts. I have a copy.” She backed her chair away from the table, but turned around to add: “Dock sixteen. Gate A. See you in the morning.”

    On the ghost planet, the comms link clicked on with a rasp of static.

    “Don’t get cocky down there.” Jaks said. “Send environmental readings to the automatics team when you get back from reconnaissance. And Sien, take pictures. For me.”

    Sien had several sassy replies, but said none of them. The communication delay meant they had to converse in chunks, and anything could be potentially recorded for posterity. Best to wait until xe had something official to report.

    Sien paced xemself, alternating bags between shoulders and pausing now and then to relax xir knees. Xe tried to stay in shape, but resistance band training in a closet of a ship could only do so much. The ghost planet’s low gravity was doing most of the work.

    The alien kelp stalks stretched up into the fog like unlit lamp posts, and the mountain ahead seemed bigger than xe remembered. Or perhaps the ghost planet was smaller than xe had realized and the proportions were off. Either way, it loomed through the mist, a sharp scrape of gray.

    Sien sucked cool water through a tube by xir chin, the bitter edge of vitamins coating xir tongue. It was a cocktail of electrolytes measured out to xir exact needs, like everything else with the vivosuit. The vivosuit cooled some muscles, warmed others, massaged others still. It was constantly measuring, evaluating, and mediating, and Sien did xir best not to think of it as a writhing organism encasing xir body. It was wholly mechanical, but there was something distinctly organic in its rhythmic pulsations.

    The vivosuit, as with the catch-and-release beam and the bank of scanners Jaks refused to use, were all proprietary patents of Pando Industries. The shipping company had been nothing special, one of many available options, until about seventy cycles ago, when it started churning out innovative equipment. First the designs supported Pando Industries exclusively, then it sold last-cycle’s models to competitors, then it bought the competitors. Now it was a galactic behemoth.

    Jaks despised Pando and was constantly listing its sins, such as cutting off low population areas to streamline trade routes or discontinuing a specific type of meat substitute so consumers had to adjust. Sien was sympathetic; but, having been grown to work on freighters xemself, xe couldn’t really fault Pando for following the money. Besides, Pando was also leading a revival in Teshiarr aesthetics and had published all the melodramas in Sien’s collection. Hard to stay mad in the long run.

    The panel on Sien’s arm pinged and vibrated with an increasing frenzy. Data flew up the embedded screen: composition percentages, estimated age, depth, height. An alien wind rustled away the curtain of mist, and Sien stopped in xir tracks.

    The mountain rose above xem. It wasn’t a mountain at all.

    “Vinnali’s gilded foot,” xe swore.

    The colossal ship slashed through the sky in sweeps of gunmetal black, a tangle of impossible angles that had gouged a scar through the rocky ground stretching back to the horizon. The ship’s exterior still shone with a polished gleam, right down to where the hull disappeared into the ghost planet’s surface and a craggy pile of debris marked the point of impact. And
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