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    Editorial: February 2026

    John Joseph Adams | 173 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed Magazine’s 189th issue!

    Our two full-sized SF stories explore the very nature of reality. We start with Megan Chee’s multi-vocal “Death Echoes Overlapping,” and then we feature the planetary exploration piece “Sensor Ghosts,” by Deborah L. Davitt. We also have two terrific flash pieces: “The Worldbuilder” from Phoenix Alexander and “Warren’s Tentacle” by Susan Palwick.

    Alexander Weinstein’s fantasy series From the Lost Travelers’ Tour Guide returns with “Dream Destinations,” which continues his exploration of the mysterious Eighth Continent. Modupeoluwa Shelle brings us “A Handbook to Spirit-Hunting,” a tale packed with mysterious creatures and beings. We also have a flash story (“Six Sides of a Fairy Tale”) from Audrey Zhou, and another (“The Salt and the Cure”) from Rukman Ragas.

    As ever, our nonfiction includes author spotlight interviews with our writers, and our book review team has come up with a terrific array of new books for you to check out.

    It’s another great issue, and we’re delighted to share it with you!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams is the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy and the New York Times bestselling editor of more than forty anthologies, such as Wastelands, A People’s Future of the United States, and Out There Screaming (with Jordan Peele). He is also editor of the Hugo Award-winning magazine Lightspeed and is publisher of both it and its sister-magazine, Nightmare. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a winner of the Hugo, Stoker, Locus, British Fantasy, and ENNIE awards and a ten-time World Fantasy Award finalist. In addition to his short fiction work, he’s the co-creator of The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast, and for five years he was the editor of the John Joseph Adams Books novel imprint. Lately, he’s been working as an editor and game designer on TTRPG projects for Kobold Press, Paizo, and Monte Cook Games. Learn more at johnjosephadams.com.
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Death Echoes Overlapping

Megan Chee | 4869 words

On the necropolis space station of the Tau Andromeda planetary system, the keepers of the tomb attended to the dead and the dying. They cleansed, prepared, and prayed over the bodies. They performed the last rites, paying intricate attention to the customs of each person’s native community. This was the most sacred of tasks. Carelessness or disrespect was not tolerated; just one mistake meant immediate dismissal.

The interstellar megacivilization of Tau Andromeda was built across five planets. Every day, millions of the dying and the recently dead were ferried on great funeral ships to the necropolis station. It was best if they arrived before drawing their last breath, but that was not always possible.

When a body was ready, the keepers of the tomb harvested their death echoes in glowing thuribles. The thurible breathed in the energy from the death echoes, until the core was saturated with pale blue light. The energy was channeled through a series of metal pipes, culminating in an immense vat at the center of the space station, which was in turn distributed to the energy grids of each of the five planets.

To the people of Tau Andromeda, the act of dying was no tragedy, but a gift given gladly in return for the pleasures of life. Their megacivilization lived in peace and plenty, fueled by the passing of those who came before.

But aeons passed, and no golden age stays golden forever. Civilizations rose and fell on the five planets of the Tau Andromeda system. There were schisms and wars and reunions. There was disease and disorganization. For a time, the rise of new religion saw the decline of the death echo harvests, with the old practice suddenly seen as archaic and heretical. Eventually, the population of Tau Andromeda dwindled and died out.

Now, the planets of Tau Andromeda are overgrown with wildlife, nature reclaiming the skyscrapers of a once-advanced megacivilization. The keepers of the tomb are long dead. The necropolis station hangs silent in space. The tombs remain, preserved eternally in the cold dark expanse.

• • • •

Millions of years after the golden age of Tau Andromeda, civilizations on three different planets are destroyed. Their deaths are almost instantaneous. One is swallowed by a gamma-ray burst. One annihilates itself with a weapon of mass destruction. One collapses under a swarm of matter-devouring nanobacteria, self-replicating at astonishing speeds: an undiscovered lifeform introduced to the planet by a small asteroid.

These three planets are in different galaxies, vast distances away from one another. Their civilizations have no concept of the others’ existence. It is a physical impossibility for anyone from any of these worlds to ever meet. But in their moment of destruction, their death echoes—that strange energy, only ever truly understood and measured by the keepers of the Tau Andromeda necropolis space station—ripples out across impossible distances. Their death echoes overlap and reverberate through space and through time.

• • • •

Earth, AD 2237. It is monsoon season on the Singapore Strait. The rain cascades in heavy sheets, drumbeat-loud against the metal platforms of the Singapore Floating Archipelago.

Esther sits on the top level of the watchtower. She sips a cup of watered-down kopi as she keeps a bored eye on the dashboard set up on her desk. She is supposedly monitoring for unauthorized foreign activity on the storm-tossed sea: motorized sampans that abandoned the Jakarta Megaship’s endless voyage around Indonesian waters, or submarines that drifted away from the Undersea Federation of Malaysia.

As usual, there is no unauthorized foreign activity to be found. She is increasingly aware that her job at the Department of Security is a defunct role, a symbolic gesture of the government’s protection. Nowadays, there are no pirates, no organized crime, no drug trade. There aren’t even any refugees. No one is fleeing from their homes in the hope of a better future, not anymore.

While wars rage across the rest of the world, the superpowers of east and west tearing each other apart over the remaining slices of habitable land, their forgotten corner of Southeast Asia is slipping quietly away into the rising ocean.

A cartoon envelope pops up at the bottom of the monitor, an old-fashioned symbol indicating that she has received a message. Esther sighs but clicks on it anyway. As expected, it’s from Wei Jie.

“can we talk? after work”

She replies: “maybe weekend,” and then mutes the interdepartmental chat.

She ended her relationship with Wei Jie last week. She doesn’t feel particularly sad about it, but Wei Jie seems to feel enough for both of them. He sobbed through the short, awkward conversation. “Is it because I keep nagging you about the baby permit? I’ll stop bringing it up, I promise. Maybe next year we can think about it.”

It’s not about the baby permit, although she was indeed baffled that he actually still wanted to reproduce, even with the last remnants of human civilization on the brink of extinction. It’s his obliviousness. It’s the fact that he genuinely believes there will be a next year, and a year after that. The fact that he works in the Department of Home Affairs but still somehow failed to notice that no one’s baby permit applications are getting approved anymore. That, if nothing else, is a clear signal that there are no future generations to plan for. Their only priority now is to make sure that the citizens who are currently alive can keep on living in decent conditions for as long as possible.

Once she began to feel the blunt edge of contempt, she knew the relationship was over.

Unfortunately, he can’t seem to accept what is blatantly obvious to her. What is the point of this obstinate refusal to accept the truth? He’s not the only one. There are so many people still valiantly planning for an impossible future, still willfully blind to the facts. Esther accepts the imminent end, lets the inevitability of it wash over her and through her. It’s okay. Sooner or later, everything returns to the sea.

She gazes out at the raging, empty ocean. She knows with a deep, self-satisfied certainty that she has nothing to complain about. Throughout history, billions of people led short, brutal lives and died unpleasant deaths. She, at least, has been privileged enough to live for thirty-five years, and although it’s mostly been a slog, she can’t deny it was interspersed with brief moments of happiness, maybe even love. She feels flatly contented.

• • • •

In the verdant meadows of the planet Autura, the Collective morphs into the Farmer. The Collective consists of trillions of tiny Units. The Units are miniscule insectoid creatures with shiny black exoskeletons. They swarm together in perfect unison into a rippling mass. As each Unit falls into their correct place to make up the Farmer’s body and brain, the neural patterns of the Farmer’s mind take shape. Impulses stutter into thought. The Farmer attains consciousness.

The Farmer walks across the meadow in a graceful, lumbering motion. Their many legs drag in long grooves through the dirt, tilling the soil in neat rows. As they walk, sacs in their underbelly excrete a nutritious fluid formed from the liquidized corpses of dead Units.

Of all the Collective’s Characters, the Farmer leads one of the most contented lives. Unlike the Philosopher, the Farmer does not agonize over the meaning of life as a Collective, the intricacies of personal identity, and the eternal question of whether a Character dies a new death every time the Collective dissolves to form someone else. Unlike the Leader, the Farmer does not worry about the future of the Collective, the direction of their civilization, and the possibility of unknown threats looming on the horizon. Unlike the Teacher, the Farmer does not bear the daunting responsibility of developing new Characters to meet the needs of the Collective’s evolving society.

The Farmer ploughs the land, plants the seeds, fertilizes them, and then harvests the milky-white fruit that provides nutrition to the Collective. The repetitive motion brings comfort and satisfaction. The Farmer is only formed during the planting season and the time of harvest, so their life is one of sunlight, warmth and plenty.

As a single cell in the neural network of the Farmer’s brain, Unit XJ7832 experiences comfort, satisfaction and warmth too—insofar as an individual Unit can consciously experience anything. Unit XJ7832 was born three revolutions ago in the rich bubbling swamp of the Mother’s Embrace. It emerged from the soup with millions of its siblings, instinct driving them to join the comfortably amorphous shape of the Mother, where they learn their places in each of the Collective’s Characters.

Surrounded by trillions of its siblings, all united in a single purpose, there is no need and no desire for individual thought. Unit XJ7832 plays its part, and together, the Collective moves forward.

• • • •

Constant storms rage on the gas giant planet of Lalesh. Winds blow at supersonic speeds across the surface of the planet.

The Wisps of Lalesh do not have names; their unique patterns of movement as they hurtle along the air currents are identification enough. Made of thin, weblike tissue that catches the powerful wind like sails, they ride the storms on an eternal journey around the planet.

If an alien ever visited Lalesh to admire the beauty of the raging storms, they might be forgiven for failing to realize that the fluttering slips dancing on the winds are alive at all. The Wisps do not appear to move autonomously. They do not need to eat, because their weblike skin absorbs all the energy they need from the movement of the storm itself.

But the Wisps are not just alive; they are vibrantly, intellectually, colorfully alive. As they fly through the wind, they ruminate on the philosophies of the universe. They solve complex calculations. They compose poems of epic scope. All this is communicated via an intricate language of rippling movement.

Depending on the thickness, composition and surface area of their fluttering bodies, the Wisps traverse the winds at different speeds. This divides them into separate flocks. A flock flies at the same speed in the same trajectory, and all the while they tell stories and sing symphonies and marvel at the luminescence of each other’s minds. Your new theorem, revolutionary! This verse of your poem, it redefines literature!

One Wisp, however, does not fly with a flock. Their body has an awkward shred down the middle, making their flight path lurching and inconsistent. The Lonely Wisp passes through flocks on occasion, but try as they might, they can never stay with the group. They either lag behind or hurtle helplessly ahead.

The Wisps are not meant to be alone; they are artists, poets, scientists, and scholars. The wonders of their minds are meant to be shared, admired, exalted over. But the Lonely Wisp dances through the storms on a solitary path, creating beautiful things that no one else will ever see.

• • • •

The death echoes of the three planets ripple across vast distances from the point of destruction. The waves of energy meet mid-space and pass through each other with a discordant buzz. Energy sparks and jumps, stuttering through time.

In the final days of Earth, Autura, and Lalesh, their people become subliminally aware of something alien, something unfamiliar, pressing in at the periphery of their subconscious; experiences so wildly different from their understanding of existence that their waking minds cannot make sense of it.

When they sleep, they dream strange dreams.

• • • •

Esther has been buried alive. All around her is pitch blackness, but not the silent, still darkness of her quarters at night. This darkness is alive, writhing, and skittering. She is buried in a sea of bugs. She wants to scream and struggle—but she can’t. Because she’s one of them. She has become a small scuttling thing herself amid a massive throng of small scuttling things.

Horror swells in her, but there is no release. She can’t make a sound. She can’t move against the writhing mass of insects pressing against her. She is trapped.

With nowhere else to go, she retreats within herself, desperately trying to block out the nightmare unfolding around her. Gradually she becomes aware of something else, something beyond the horrible scuttling movement, beyond the trillions of exoskeletal bodies and insectoid legs. She begins to feel a pattern to the movement. Unbelievably, there is a semblance of order here amid the chaos.

She gives in to it. What else can she do? She moves in the pattern that she is called to move in, lets it pull her along, and soon she realizes that her body knows what to do, even if her conscious mind does not. She swims along the flowing current of bugs, and although they move together, each one has its own distinct role to play.

As she moves through the tides of Units, her perspective begins to shift. There is a broadening, a zooming-out, like staring at an optical illusion and suddenly seeing the big picture.

And it dawns on her—

She is just one cell among trillions in this massive organism. She is no better than any of the others. She is no smarter, no more jaded, no less ignorant. They are all the same, and individually they are insignificant, insentient. But together, they are a thinking thing, with a mind—a consciousness—a soul.

She jolts awake, gasping. Tears stream down her face. She rolls off her bunk bed and staggers to the small mirror hanging on the wall. Her reflection is almost unrecognizable; she shrinks back from her bloodshot eyes, her pale skin, her expression twisted in confusion and fear.

She can’t remember the last time she cried. For so long, everything has felt so muted, so meaningless; her emotions like a stagnant pool, stirred by neither joy nor despair. But now she remembers the terror of that writhing place, buried alive in the swarm of their bodies. And the wonder of it, the beauty of their synchronized movement, working together to form a seamless whole, a person.

Someone pounds loudly on the door. She staggers the few steps over to it, unlatches the lock with trembling fingers, and pulls it open. Standing there, one fist still raised to knock, is Wei Jie.

“What happened?” he demands. He lives in the room across the corridor. It was the compromise they landed on, back when he wanted them to move into married-couple housing but she was reluctant to give up her comfortable solo quarters. She beat astronomical odds to win the ballot for this room, while most of the other singles slept in double-decker beds down in the dormitories. It just pained her too much to give up that privilege, even for love. “I heard you screaming all the way in my room. You okay?”

Esther runs a hand over her sweat-slick face. “Just a nightmare.”

Wei Jie looks skeptical. “Since when do you get nightmares?”

He used to describe his dreams to her when they met for breakfast. Esther actually quite enjoyed hearing about his dreams; they were weird and creepy, absurd and funny. She, on the other hand, never had anything interesting to report. “I dreamed I failed my exam,” or, “I dreamed my boss scolded me.”

For a moment, she thinks about their dull mornings together, reading news pamphlets over diluted cups of kopi brewed from reused grounds, and she feels a stab of something horribly like longing. She looks at Wei Jie and wonders—is she justified in her contempt? Does she have the right to judge him? Aren’t they all essentially the same small scurrying creatures, living their brief lives and following the roles set out for them?

She has not asked such questions of herself in a long time. It is uncomfortable.

“I had a weird dream too,” he adds. “But it was a nice one. I was flying. It was cold, but I didn’t feel cold. All around me was this superstrong wind. There were weird flapping animals in the wind with me. Somehow I could understand them. One of them told me this amazing story. Wish I could remember it. Ten times better than the old Chinese dramas they screen in the rec room.”

“That sounds nice,” Esther says, surprised to hear the unfamiliar note of wistfulness in her own voice
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