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    Editorial: May 2025

    John Joseph Adams | 253 words

    Welcome to issue 180 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    This issue is full of stories turning things on their heads. For example, one of our flash shorts, “Where Are They Now?” by Meg Elison, tells the story of touring the Wonka factory from the perspective of Augustus Gloop, and it’s a wildly different experience than the original! In one of our longer fantasy works, Martin Cahill tells a story (“The Price of Manners”) about a cursed tome with a legacy of death and destruction. But what if all that chaos is a big misunderstanding?

    Our fantasy fiction continues with a powerful secondary world fantasy: “Ninnagan Says Remember” by Jonathan Olfert, a story of both resistance and redemption. And we have a great flash story (“Shadows on the Pavement”) from R. P. Sand.

    Our science fiction shorts include “Rthing It Up: An Oral History,” Gene Doucette’s all-too-human take on an alien invasion. In her story “Through the Machine,” P.A. Cornell dives into the potential impact of AI on film. Given the state of our world today, both of these SF short stories are a little too plausible for comfort—and that’s a great reason to read them both. We also have two terrific flash pieces: “The Temporal Displacement of the Graves” from Russell Nichols and “The Meaning We Seek” by Nancy Kress.

    Our nonfiction this month includes author spotlight interviews with our writers and of course three reviews of exciting new books.

    Thanks for joining us for another terrific issue!
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    Rthing It Up: An Oral History

    Gene Doucette | 6534 words

    
    
      In 23762, the Interstellar Community of Planetary Systems began its campaign to add a new member: a distant, isolated planet called Rth.
    

    It would be an understatement to say that the annexation of Rth did not go well. In fact, it went so poorly, a popular phrase entered the vernacular almost immediately: Rthing it up. Meaning either, “we’re doing everything right but it’s all going wrong,” or, “we have every intention of screwing up completely,” the phrase is probably the campaign’s most enduring legacy to popular culture.

    But what really happened on Rth? What made this particular annexation go so wrong, compared to all the other planets the ICPS has absorbed? Could it have been handled differently? Or are Rthlings just uncommonly difficult?

    
      Looking for answers, I reached out to the Harrians who were there. Some are well-known names—Dondo Zay, Ala By’Anok—but most are the background staffers, the ones tasked with the small decisions that made all the difference, good and bad. They had a lot to say.
    

    
      What follows is an oral history of the Rth campaign, assembled from interviews conducted across the galactic network over the past three stellar years. Did I get the answers I was looking for? Or did I uncover new questions? You be the judge.
    

    1: “They Don’t Have Tails.”

    
      In the fourteenth quartile of 23762, the ICPS Introduction Team traveled to Rth for the first time. Led by the legendary ambassador Dondo Zay, the Rth campaign had plenty of experience to draw upon. Yet they were surprised at every turn.
    

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT (sociologist): I’ve been on my share of challenging campaigns. I was with Zay when we annexed Lxoy VII, and I interned under [Handic] Zzunz on Quat. Things turned out okay with Lxoy in the end, but Quat was a shitshow from start to finish. Rth was tougher than either of them, and I’ll tell you why: it looked like it wasn’t going to be hard at all. When it was, well, I guess you could say we were unprepared.

    SANDLY TORM (xenobiologist): When you look at someone from a place like Quat, you know you’re in for a time. I mean, ammonia atmosphere, six legs, acidic saliva . . . It’s obviously going to be rough. Lxoyians were a challenge too, mainly because the dominant sentients on VII are massive. But Rthlings? Two arms, two legs, one head, two eyes, one mouth. Four fingers with opposable thumbs. No surprises there.

    DONDO ZAY (ambassador): They don’t have tails. To the eye, that’s the biggest difference. They’re clearly an alien species, but seen from a distance, they look Harrian.

    KOING (military liaison): Primitives. That was my first impression. And the lack of tail? Disgusting.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: At the outset we faced some, I’d say pretty unique challenges. Just for starters, we couldn’t figure out who was in charge.

    VKA SOF (technologist): Buildings. You look for the most ridiculously large, ostentatious structures. That’s where you’ll usually find the planetary seat of power. Usually.

    Take Waistric II. Kleptocracy, with a little hierarchal feudalism-slash-theocracy thrown in. The royal hall on Waistric is by far the largest structure on the planet, and it sits in the center of a city made of platinum and iron. It’s not enough to say it can be seen from space; the center spire nearly reaches space. That’s the kind of thing we look for.

    Rth didn’t have any of that. Well, no, it did, only, all over the place. There were too many candidates.

    DONDO ZAY: Here is how this is supposed to work: first, we identify the seat of power. Second, we land our F&T in front of it.

    F&T stands for Fear and Terror. The ship’s entire design purpose is to look magnificently fearsome.

    SANDLY TORM: Oh, yeah, the F&T. Don’t know if this is a secret or not, but something like half of it is a hologram. It only works on species with stereoscopic vision. Underneath, it’s just a shuttle. I don’t think there are even any weapons aboard.

    DONDO ZAY: Third, we step out of the F&T. The initial landing party can vary depending on the planet, but there’s usually only five or six of us. It’s a mix of ambassador staff and military staff. I’ll occasionally include someone from linguistics, xeno, or socio if we’re dealing with a hard-to-understand species, but that wasn’t the case on Rth.

    Once we’re out of the F&T, the negotiations begin! It’s always a very fluid situation, and it can get really exciting. But the important thing, and I cannot stress this enough, is that you have to land in the right place first.

    SANDLY TORM: Not sure how we ended up at the Vatican.

    VKA SOF: Look, I’ve gotten a lot of blowback from this, but the decision made perfect sense at the time.

    We’d narrowed the list down to six: the Vatican; the Forbidden City; the Taj Mahal; a parliament building in Hungary; Burj Khalifa, for the height; and one of those huge English estates, I forget which.

    A variety of factors led us to conclude that the Vatican was the pick.

    Which factors? It’s complicated.

    LIEAMLO QA (linguist): It was because of the big hat. Seriously, I think Vka took one look at the pope’s hat and was like, this is the place.

    Don’t tell them I said that.

    DONDO ZAY: Washington was not even under consideration.

    VKA SOF: No, of course we didn’t consider Washington. Why would we have?

    LIEAMLO QA: I know Intelligent Language Interpolation has turned linguistics into a dying art. You’re probably leveraging ILI for this article, right?

    
      [Editor’s note: the original text for this story was written in Jono Basic, for ease of ILI conversion.]
    

    I get it: ILI is the perfect tool for turning one language into every language. Why hire someone to interpret nuance, right? Just don’t plug poetry into it. (Laughs.)

    The problem with ILI is that it sucks for new languages. That’s when you need a linguist.

    Vka didn’t think it was necessary to have me involved in the site choice. Neither did Dondo Zay. But they were sure glad to have me after the Vatican screwup.

    DONDO ZAY: Lieamlo said that, did they? Well. (sighs) They’re not wrong, but we don’t know how matters would have played out had we consulted them in advance. Would a linguist have called out the correct landing spot? I don’t know.

    LIEAMLO QA: I absolutely would have. Look, it’s a matter of language dominance. Not just total number of speakers—using that metric alone, I’d probably have recommended landing in the Forbidden City. What I mean is, how many places is a language spoken, and by that measure it would have to be English.

    That wouldn’t point us to the United States, necessarily. Not by itself. But guess what the dominant currency was, planetwide? Yep, the dollar.

    I’d take those two data points over buildings and hats any day.

    KOING: It’s true, each domain had their own coin. So backward.

    VKA SOF: It’s easy for someone not tasked with making the decision, to claim after the fact that they would’ve made the correct one.

    DONDO ZAY: I can tell you when we did need our linguist. It was when I turned to the first Rthling authority figure we encountered, and asked them to take us to their leader.

    LIEAMLO QA: “We hail from the Interstellar Community of Planetary Systems. Take us to your leader.”

    That’s the text Dondo pushed through the ship’s Intelligent Language Interpolation tool. The ILI converted that to Italian in real time, but since it was spoken to the proximate heads of a religious order—rather than politicians—the oh-so-helpful ILI algorithm used the wrong word for “leader.”

    DONDO ZAY: “Call out your god for us.”

    That’s what we said.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: An alien race landed what looked like a warship in the Vatican courtyard and threatened to kill god.

    SANDLY TORM: Total panic. Running, screaming.

    DONDO ZAY: Then their security force arrived with guns, and I ordered everyone back inside before somebody got hurt.

    • • • •

    The team returned to orbit, and after identifying the president of the United States as the de facto world leader, cobbled together a makeshift plan for dealing with Rthlings, now absent the element of surprise.

    DONDO ZAY: We lost all credibility with the Vatican screwup. The entire F&T approach had to be scrapped.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: Never made sense to me anyway. I get that terrifying a planet on initial introduction has tactical advantages, but it’s a diplomatic crapshoot.

    KOING: A species negotiating from a position of fear will be more prepared to accept the ICPS’s annexation terms, which is the critical first step in a long process. And the threat of violence is the only kind of diplomacy most of these races understand. Rth most definitely included.

    DONDO ZAY: It meant we had to work harder to convince the Rthlings that it was in their best interest to agree to our terms, that’s all. It should not have been a difficult decision for them.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: On the White House lawn, the ground team was treated as a hostile force immediately. Dondo sure earned his title that day.

    DONDO ZAY: It was roughly a dozen [Rth] hours of what I would call “shouting over soldiers,” before I managed to convince them that we actually had peaceful intent.

    KOING: We were completely surrounded as soon as we landed. And then doubly surrounded. They kept adding more soldiers to the perimeter, as if volume beyond the initial wave would make a substantive difference. Keep in mind, there were only six of us, and we had no obvious weapons.

    DONDO ZAY: In a situation such as this, it’s often what one does not do that makes the difference. We did not present as aggressors, but we would also not go away. They didn’t know what to do, aside from give us what we asked for, which was an audience with their president.

    KOING: It seemed as though we’d finally gotten back on track.

    DONDO ZAY: Their president heard our usual offer: we, the ICPS, would annex a quarter to one third of the planet in exchange for an equitable trade agreement, technology sharing, entry into the species exchange program, and so on. I prettied it up, but it was the boilerplate deal we give to all of our outposts.

    I thought fusion technology alone would nail it down.

    SANDLY TORM: They didn’t even have fusion, never mind [untranslatable].

    I remember talking to one of their chief scientists—before the revolt—who asked how we’d gotten to Rth so quickly. They knew about relative motion, and time dilation, all that, but had no concept of the extradimensional fold. And this was a physicist.

    DONDO ZAY: But their answer was a firm no.

    When I pressed—when I laid out how much our technology could improve life on the planet—what I got back was, “and who would be in charge?”

    And then I knew I had failed.

    KOING: ICPS annexation means ICPS governing. This is not up for negotiation.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: It’s important to understand how fractured this planet already was when we arrived. It’s true, the United States president was the closest we could get to a “world leader,” but that president didn’t have the kind of power one might expect from, say, an emperor, or a global syndicate. They couldn’t sign the agreement on behalf of the planet, nor did they command enough power to order the other independent sovereignties of Rth to fall in line.

    LIEAMLO QA: “Take us to your leader” is meaningless when the planet has no leader.

    DONDO ZAY: It was infuriating, because from everything I’d come to understand about Rth, they desperately needed a unified governing body. The food/wealth disparity was utterly horrific, general health and wellbeing was driven by economic considerations, and the energy industry was a[n Rth] century from making the planet completely unlivable for the species actively making it that way. That’s just off the top of my head.

    SANDLY TORM: They were backwards, no question. Half of their rules were predicated on the notion that a certain set of random characteristics made some of them inferior. I’m talking within their own kind. I’d understand it if they said, “hey, you dolphins, you’re inferior because you don’t have opposable thumbs.” It’s wrong; but I get it.

    LIEAMLO QA: I’ve talked to several dolphins. They’re very nice, but all they do is complain about microplastics, which can get exhausting.

    SANDLY TORM: And the rules were totally arbitrary. Color? Gender? What are you doing?

    KOING: The continued dominance of religion as a factor in consequential decision-making was, for me, the biggest indication that we were dealing with an inferior species.

    DONDO ZAY: Of course we would be running things. The wisdom of such an arrangement should have been obvious.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: I wasn’t in the meeting, but look: if your first move is, “terrifying them into compliance,” and you don’t even have a second move . . . ?

    There had to be a diplomatic way to get them to see the merits of annexation; something that would get us past the part about having to relocate a few billion Rthlings from central Asia.

    Dangle a change in the command structure! Or offer up a joint governance plan, for goodness sake. It’d be for show, but they didn’t have to know that. Just . . . pretend this is a negotiation.

    DONDO ZAY: The president ultimately agreed to take our offer to their United Nations, for further consideration.

    KOING: It was, transparently, another version of “no.” They just wanted us out of their office.

    LIEAMLO QA: That was the first time we’d even heard about the United Nations. Totally my fault. In my defense, the UN doesn’t have anything we’d recognize as power, but . . . yeah. If we could erase the trip to the Vatican and the White House and start from scratch, a visit to the General Assembly would have been my recommendation.

    It wouldn’t have worked. (Laughs.) But that would have been it.

    DONDO ZAY: The problem was that “no” was not actually an option; the annexation was happening either way.

    We did our jobs. I know history hasn’t been kind to my team, but it’s true; our role was to prepare the planet for the next phase, and we did that. It just didn’t go as well as it usually does.

    
2: “‘But my brood has spawned here since time immemorial.’”


    
      While Dondo Zay’s Introduction Team continued the work of diplomacy, the Annexation Team had already been dispatched. Headed by Ala By’Anok, they arrived to find a planet that was not expecting them.
    

    DONDO ZAY: Somehow, nothing I said to the president went beyond the walls of their office. We were closely monitoring their media communications, and there was nothing about why we were actually there.

    SANDLY TORM: The headlines from that time are ridiculous. “Aliens are here, but what do they want?” Ask the fucking president.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: What we hadn’t counted on, was that the president might see political merit in being the planet’s only contact with us. They were—and this seems difficult to fathom, even now—more highly valuing their chances at reelection than a smooth and bloodless transition for the planet as a whole.

    I did not expect that, and I’m a sociologist.

    LIEAMLO QA: Meanwhile, something very much resembling an invading force was on its way.

    DUVAP AXION (Engineering team security chief, first wave): What a monumental fuck-up. No, we get there . . . we get there, and there’s Rthlings still living in the zone. A lot of them.

    I’m not talking strays here. I expect strays. Doesn’t matter where we set up, first wave’s always gonna encounter strays, which is why security’s so important. Yeah, you get a lot of, “I didn’t hear about it,” or, “but my brood has spawned here since time immemorial,” but it’s always, these are always outliers.

    On Rth, it wasn’t a case of outliers. It was the entire population of the region. They had no idea we were coming. Nobody told them.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: I think it was about Annexation Day minus seven when we started reaching out to the population directly. Me, Lieamlo, and Sandly. I don’t know if we told Dondo. I didn’t.

    SANDLY TORM: Dondo definitely didn’t know.

    LIEAMLO QA: A xenobiologist, a sociologist, and a linguist walk into a bar . . .

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: Like two-thirds of the planet shared a common communications network. We figured if we got word out there, explained the whole thing, we could turn this around.

    LIEAMLO QA: We were delivering Dondo’s introductory pitch, but to everyone. Maybe if they got an unfiltered version of it . . . ? I don’t know. Maybe something would happen, and someone would actually take steps to prepare for the first wave.

    SANDLY TORM: It didn’t work. But it was the only idea we had.

    MONDRESONIO D’ANGOT: Literally nobody believed us. That’s number one. Number two, there was already an entire subsection of their internet full of Rthlings pretending to be us. We got lost in the noise.

    Even if they did believe us, you know how I said two-thirds of the planet was on the network? A whole lot of the other
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