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    Editorial: March 2024

    John Joseph Adams | 211 words

    Welcome to issue 166 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    We start off the month with an original science fiction short by Shingai Njeri Kagunda: “Let the Star Explode.” It’s a story that re-envisions what space travel might be like—and how it can connect us to others in utterly unexpected ways. Adam-Troy Castro returns to our pages with a meditation on the nature of cruelty against non-humans in his story “The Three Thousand, Four Hundred Twenty-Third Law of Robotics.” We also have two terrific flash pieces: “An Incomplete Body Has No Answers” from Angela Liu and “Islands of Stability” by Marissa Lingen.

    Alex Irvine brings us an original fairy tale in his new fantasy short, “Kopki and the Fish.” Sharang Biswas explores the social life of gods in his story “Season of Weddings.” We also have a flash story (“Fragments of a Symbiotic Life”) from Will McMahon, and another (“Only Some of True Love’s Miracles”) from P H Lee.

    For nonfiction, we have spotlight interviews with our short fiction authors and another round of book reviews from our staff. Our ebook readers will also enjoy a book excerpt from The Siege of Burning Grass by Premee Mohamed.

    It’s another exciting issue of all-original speculative fiction—we hope you’ll enjoy!

    
      [image: ]
    

    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams is the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy and is the bestselling editor of more than forty anthologies, including Wastelands and The Living Dead. Recent anthologies include Out There Screaming (with Jordan Peele), The Far Reaches (from Amazon Original Stories), Lost Worlds & Mythological Kingdoms, A People’s Future of the United States, and the three volumes of The Dystopia Triptych. A two-time Hugo Award-winner, John is also the editor and publisher of Lightspeed and is the publisher of its sister-magazines, Fantasy and Nightmare. For five years, he ran the John Joseph Adams Books novel imprint for Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Lately, he’s been working as an editor on various roleplaying game books for Kobold Press and Monte Cook Games and as a contributing game designer on books such as Tome of Heroes. Find him online at johnjosephadams.com and @johnjosephadams.

    

  
    [image: Science_Fiction]



[image: Out There Screaming edited by Jordan Peele]

  
    Let the Star Explode

    Shingai Njeri Kagunda | 4656  words

    Before

    The last picture that Karu has of her father alive is on the day of her graduation. She has this big smile that by the placing of her dimples makes it obvious that she is his daughter. He stands next to her holding her waist in the space between his biceps and his lower arm. And her mother who is half an inch shorter than her stands on her left side. Could not be any more picture perfect.

    Two months later another picture is taken of Karu, her mother, and her little brother dressed in black by a casket. Mortality rates are lower than they have ever been in human history. This somehow makes it worse. It was not an evil or malicious death. There is no drunk driver or supervillain or robber. He has a stroke. He didn’t drink and he quit smoking twenty years ago but still . . . there is no one to blame. So they have no choice but to continue living.

    The facts

    Here is what you must know about star jumping. It was not invented by Elon Musk even though his grandchildren still hold onto the myth that he made it possible for contact with the star people to be established. They are part of a group that still believe rich does not equal exploitative. And argue that all the advancements in human history are based off of scientists, engineers, and explorers who were led by their curiosity. They believe that gatekeeping access is not bad and if it—the access—is had by everyone, then they would get complacent.

    Most people these days dismiss this as fake news. And most aunties have stopped forwarding the WhatsApp messages saying that God has blessed this and that rich person because their wealth has been tied to their faith. When the star people introduced themselves, a lot of things changed.

    Here is what you need to know about the star people. They do not look like one thing. But they are more inclined to look for one thing. They showed themselves first in Turkana. Then there was a sighting in Senegal, soon there were news reports about non-people with flashing lights on their skin in Mali, and then Kampala, Harare, Botswana, Arusha. Everywhere on the African content, then the Caribbean, then South America, and eventually Chicago. They appeared first to Black people because they were attracted to darkness.

    Society tried to explain them. To understand them and some people will try to tell you what they want but no one actually knows.

    They brought us star jumps. A thing that doesn’t make sense. But nothing actually ever makes sense.

    Now

    “Hurry up, please. There are other people waiting in line, neh?”

    The star non-woman sounds Afrikaans even though her skin is dark blue—so dark you almost miss the blue—with little lights flickering in random spots, like on her left shin and her right cheek, behind her ears, and braided into her hair.

    Karu wonders if she will become a star person if she gets this right. That’s not necessarily how it works. It’s more random than that. Some people who star jump do all the things they’re supposed to and still remain fully human. Right is a myth. Nothing makes sense and that’s okay.

    Count to three and then take a step. That’s all you have to do. Karu knows this, has always known this. Just count to three and take a breath when nothing makes sense. She reminds herself that making sense is a lie. Nothing has ever made sense. That makes her feel better.

    “We trick ourselves into thinking things make sense so we can have more control over our lives.”

    “Huh?” the star non-woman does not hide her disdain. She is tired and overworked and this is the last thing she wants to be doing with her day.

    “Nothing.” Karu says. “Just something my Fafa said to me once. I’m ready though.”

    Star jumping was not something you did for fun. Most people only had one chance in a lifetime to get it right. Only the rich rich, you know the ones who could afford to pretend to be poor, that type of rich rich; only they could do it multiple times. And they were very hush hush about it. Not like mama’s stories of the rich before who would brag about their accomplishments.

    These days it was embarrassing to be able to do more things than other people. These days access was tied to shame because everyone knew that if you had more access it probably came from a history of exploitation and that was . . . well, bad.

    But shame was not enough of a reason that they would give it all up. Instead, those who wanted to be morally good wore plain t-shirts and cheap clothes and said they had less than 100 things because they never wanted to look like they exploited people, or like their ancestors exploited people. That was the worst thing you could look like.

    Karu now, takes a step forward as she exhales. Maybe if she closed her eyes . . . She inhales one more time and then shuffles forward until her feet no longer have the support structures of anything that feels like earth. She vaguely hears the Star non-woman say something about bahati, wishing her luck? but she must be imagining it or the star non-woman was simply calling out to the person behind her. Karu knows the star non-woman ultimately does not care what happens to one measly girl from Eastlands, Nairobi. Why would she when she’s seen the whole galaxy?

    More facts

    The where of star jumping is an interesting one. Very simple too because most things need not be overexplained to be understood. Non-cities are the most likely first choice. Areas of Earth that have managed to remain rural however few they may be.

    The most important rule of star jumping is that you must be able to see the stars. It is uncanny how certain truth enters language through idioms, and not fully interpreted as prophesy. Truth that has not yet been revealed. To shoot for the stars quite literally explains the direction, even though the jumping itself is more metaphysical than mechanical.

    What all this means tangibly is that there must be access to the night sky, and access to star light which requires the least possible amount of light pollution. Upcountry has been a well-suited jumping spot, some ocean sites as well, and Brown indigenous folk revealed the jumping sites hidden in sacred caves with rocky walls that stopped just short of a full covering so moonlight could reflect on cenotes below.

    Lastly and most importantly, it is not possible to star jump without a non-human.

    The jump

    The next time Karu inhales it is not air she is breathing in, but darkness. Darkness tastes like banana passions. The fruit she used to pick and suck on in her great-grandmother’s back yard. Her thoughts are immediately entangled, all the same incoherent thing like disjointed pictures.

    Disoriented is a word that sits weird on her tongue. She mixes the positioning of the s and the d so it comes out . . .

    
      sidoriented.
    

    She laughs and bubbles come out of her mouth instead of sound. She wants to think what is this? But can only form and hold onto the word what in her brain. She realizes she might still be closing her eyes and tries to open them but it still feels like she is seeing through slits.

    There is a planet somewhere in her line of sight. She is moving towards what looks only like water. Her first stop, she assumes. She hears the echoing of sperm whales as if they were far and near at the same time.

    What is distance comes out as Ta Danced. She has never seen a sperm whale, most of them having gone extinct. But she has seen drawings of them, was always fascinated by the shape of their heads and the sounds she imagined they made.

    The planet isn’t just round. And as she gets closer she sees the true shape of water. Malleable. Uncontained it becomes many things slowly unfolding in layers of movement like people dancing. She sees societies rise and fall in the story told through the waves. A collective history is unveiled and suddenly she feels very small in the grand scheme of everything she is a microcosm pretending to take up more space than she actually does. In a moment she is part of the water, fully submerged in its depth and the cold does not attack her skin the way water on the people planet does. She laughs as she revels in the feeling of being indistinct. Makes a game of trying to figure out where her skin ends, and the water begins.

    The whale lets out a loud song, deep and dark and sad. She wants to follow it, to find out what it wants, what it sings of. She whistles trying to catch the melody and is taken back to the beginning of the whale. Of when they first walked into the sea and drank in the colour of water. How they decided to stay, to hold watch for those who chose pole pole. The song was about the practitioner of slowness. The whale taught the tortoise who taught the sloth who was too tired to teach. The tortoise learned that those who were slow were the most vulnerable so he developed a shell, unwilling to give up pole pole.

    The whale’s song goes on about the land walkers who could never be satisfied. How they dismissed pole pole and killed off those who could not be anything other than slow. This was on the people planet of course, though all planets unfurl from the same seed. Obviously, the whale does not need to explain how on this planet of maji, majini live.

    It is not that Karu can breathe underwater, just that she simply does not need to breathe. A fact that does not need to make sense, she reminds herself. She has heard stories of people who die trying to make sense of their bodies while star jumping. All of this is purely speculation of course, because no one person can ever experience the details of another’s star jump. And if a person dies, they do not come back to tell their story. She surrenders and loses the whale and their song.

    Then there is another play tune in the water. She does not know how she has not noticed before this moment but the water is undertoned with warm light. She opens her mouth and tastes sun and salt and the colour orange. Then she sees her.

    “I am Mumbi, Creator.”

    The deity takes the form of a woman, brown and sky blue, still moving skin that refuses to settle. Her hair is in bantu knots held together by cowrie shells. The most stunning living thing Karu has ever experienced. Her voice is soft; tamu tamu like melting ice cream touching tongue on a sun-flavoured day back home. Karu tugs at the edges of the creator’s beauty.

    “From me all is that has been, and will be because I am.” She grabs onto Karu and sweeps her off the current, the waves chasing her feet in the dance of many lifetimes, for this is what it is to dance with a deity. It is quick. A stark contrast to swimming with whales.

    Mumbi’s fingers wrap around Karu’s waist and her whole body is entwined with time. Karu feels the formation of the universe under her left rib cage, the beginning of man underneath her eyebrows, the erasure of Earth stings her right breast. And suddenly her heartbeat is the digging of caves. Powerful men taking resources that were not to be owned, drumming getting louder and louder and louder. It is the colour white. She gasps and for a heartbeat remembers that she is just a human in a body. She needs to breathe but cannot. What is she doing here? Dancing with a deity? Swallowing bite sized capsules of time? She must force her mind to settle. Surrender is the only word she holds onto, letting everything else be a rumble of feelings.

    Mumbi says I am formless, disappearing into the depths of the sea, and Karu is dropped. She free falls into the blue light and it does not end. This is the feeling of forever, she knows deep in her bones stunned by how at peace she is at the knowledge that eternity is freefalling. And then it ends and Mumbi is there again bringing Karu in, cradling her into the nostalgia of yesterdays and weeks past and last year, and decades come and gone come and go again. And there is nothing new under the sun but you can always find new suns.

    The First

    A little Maasai boy on the Tanga Coast was the first human invited to star jump. He introduced the wageni to his language and relationship to the land by accident. This is a short story so it must be told quick quick. But it must be said, as much as the star folk saw people in cities obsessed with buildings high as the Hyperion tree and roads as wide as the Nile, “development” had impressed them less than the earth substance that had existed for millennia.

    Then this boy, let’s call him Toto, well he was part of the tradition of Nomadic inventors. They moved from place to place, infusing stories of ancestral migration into a working praxis of reciprocal relationship to soil. But that is not what is important, what is important is that at this point where we meet him, Toto was having a not so good, very bad kind of day. He was talking to the soil and it was not listening to him. A Plant he had been trying to grow rejected its surroundings and now he did not know what to do with it.

    So you can imagine how not in the mood he was when a 7’5” aka 227cm tall night shaded star non-person interrupted his conversation with the soil. How less in the mood he was when the non-person started talking about how tired they were of Earth’s obsession with light right as the boy was thinking maybe the plant decided not to grow because it needed a little more sunlight.

    Toto sucked in his teeth and said if you’re soo obsessed with everywhere that is not here then why don’t you just leave? And can you imagine. This tall star non-person who was tired with most of humanity just stood there laughing, the ground rumbling beneath their feet and in their belly.

    Toto’s eyebrows creased, even more annoyed. The non-man said you are probably right. In
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