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    Editorial: November 2025

    John Joseph Adams | 231 words

    Welcome to issue 186 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    Both of the SF short stories this month blend humor with sharp questions about technology. Our first short is “Elegy for Zephyr One” by Gene Doucette, in which a mega-corporation tries out a dangerous Turing test on a spaceship. Joel W.D. Buxton’s newest story, “Operation: Grapevine,” puts the world’s fate in the hands of possibly the world’s most boring man, to hilarious effect. We also have two terrific flash pieces: “How to Set Up Your Mourning Robot” from Angela Liu and “Visible Damage” by Nina Kiriki Hoffman.

    Our original fantasy kicks off with a short by Lisa M. Bradley, “In the Zone,” the story of an artist with a surprising power to fight injustice—and the psychic weight of that gift. Tina S. Zhu’s new short (“How to Build a Homecoming Queen: A Guide by a Bad Asian Girl”) tells the tale of a teenage girl whose magical double proves to be the perfect daughter, sister, and robotics team captain. But what happens when creator and creation wind up having different goals?

    Our fantasy flash stories include “Beneath the Umdlebe Tree; or, A Vegetable Love Story” by Modupeoluwa Shelle and “The Cold Burning Light of Her” by Sam W. Pisciotta. We also have our usual assortment of author spotlights, along with book reviews from our terrific review team.
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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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    How to Set Up Your Mourning Robot

    Angela Liu | 950 words

    
      	Fill tear ducts with provided saline solution. Do not mix or combine with non-approved third-party solutions.

      	Open the mouth of your robot when ready to activate. Press the purple button under the tongue unit. Speak your name into its mouth the way you want it said every day for the next three years.

      	Calibration may take up to ten minutes. Use this time to boot up the memory disc. Failure to load the correct disc may result in attachment complications, personality deficiencies, and poor mourning performance.

      	Select your preferred Mourner Setting. All robots come with our most popular mourning presets: distraught spouse, nostalgic childhood friend, disbelieving parent, and panicked coworker. Additional outfits, skills, and physical add-ons can be purchased at the Mourning Store with Heaven Credits. New items are added on the first of every month. Skill and firmware updates are available every quarter. Please note that some items have been temporarily discontinued due to reported wardrobe malfunctions during funeral events.

      	Customers who opt-in to our ten-star-rating review plan on Amazoness Mart will receive a Hachiko Loyalty Pet for only the cost of shipping. Our highly rated robot pets will spend up to twelve hours a day at a designated location of your choice, waiting for your theoretical return. Like our mourning robots, our Loyalty Pets are designed with the latest organic nanobots to create the haptic sensation of real fur and skin, with self-cleaning functionality to ensure optimal hygiene even after a full day in the rain.

      	Adjust wailing volume through the pad on the throat. Up to increase, down to decrease, side to scroll through voice options.

      	You may load up to three different language packs in each robot unit. Old language packs may not be compatible with newer ones. Note 1: Shanghainese v1.0~v3.0 have been permanently discontinued—please see Mandarin (Southern accent) v8.0 or higher. Note 2: Multi-lingual robots may switch personalities based on language used (see “biculturality vs. cultural appropriation in your robot” on page 190 of the user manual). Note 3: Learned languages cannot be completely unlearned without a hard reset. To perform a hard language reset, remove and replace the mechanical tongue unit. Please contact a local vendor for replacement parts.

      	After initial calibration is complete, eye units will open. Press the purple button under the tongue again to begin “Pre-Mourning: Bonding Mode.” Bonding is recommended for at least one month for optimal postmortem performance.

      	All conversations with your robot will be saved in the Mechanical Ear Unit and may be shared with The Mourning Company for quality assurance purposes. Recordings may be shared with third parties for additional research purposes. Only friends and family listed under the Karma Protection Clause may access records postmortem. Per Clause 17.9 of the AI & Other Sentient Non-Organics Privacy Act of 2101, applications for permanent deletion of specific sound bites from the audio database will be reviewed case by case.

      	Clean your robot only with the provided wipes. Be careful of grime that has collected in the eye units—this may lead to reduction in facial recognition accuracy and increased probability of accidents and unwarranted hostility.

      	Limit robot-to-robot interaction. Overexposure to other robotic units may lead to memory bleeds and paramnesia.

      	Please contact one of our licensed Robot Surgeons if your robot experiences loss of memory or erratic behavior. A professional will visit your house to assess the problem, at no extra cost to you. Once evaluations are completed, you will be sent an overview of recommended fixes for your robot for optimal pre-death experience. All adjustments are covered under our One-Year Robot Care Plan and will be scheduled in the order your request is received. (Erratic behavior may include but is not limited to: breaking mirrors and other reflective materials in the house, leaving food and books outside of closets, scraping notes into the walls at night).

      	If memory loss and erratic behavior persist after repairs, a replacement robot will be sent to you in the order of estimated death date, dependent on availability. Note: In accordance with Clause 2.2 of the AI and Other Sentient Non-Organics Bill of Rights of 2098, we are required by law to dispatch a Robot Social Worker if your second robot begins to exhibit similar behavioral issues.

      	Do not attempt to retrain your robot for any job other than Mourner. The core unit is not designed for any of the Banned Jobs listed in Clause 9.T of the Human and AI Co-existence Decree of 2092. (Note: Any robot modified and recorded on a 9Chan Live or any other livestream service will be reported to the AI Crimes Unit of the FBI with a maximum penalty of full memory scraping and twenty-five years of robotics waste cleanup.)

      	If you survive past your estimated death date, your Mourning Robot may go into “Pre-Mourning Mode.” This may result in feelings of detachment or unexpected outbursts, depending on the Bonding Level. Do not attempt to open or modify the robot’s Head Unit after initial calibration. This may lead to corruption of the Memory and Personality Unit and permanent damage to the hardware. The Mourning Company is not responsible for any damage and/or problems caused by a robot modified post-calibration.

      	Once sufficient pre-mourning bonding is achieved, your robot(s) will enter Grief Hibernation. It will now awaken at the notification of your death.

    

    Congratulations, you are now ready to die.

    Rest assured, you will be remembered. You will be mourned.

    Thank you again for choosing The Mourning Company. We look forward to serving your postmortem needs.

    ©2025 by Angela Liu.
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      Angela Liu is a Chinese-American writer/poet based in NYC and Tokyo. She is a two-time Nebula Award and 2025 Astounding Award Finalist. Her work has also been nominated for the Hugo, Locus, Ignyte, and Rhysling Awards. She previously researched mixed reality storytelling at Keio University in Japan. Her stories and poems are published/forthcoming in Clarkesworld, Strange Horizons, Uncanny Magazine, and Logic(s), among others. Check out more of her work at liu-angela.com or find her on Twitter/Instagram @liu_angela and on Bluesky @angelaliu.bsky.social
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    Robot Wizard Zombie Crit! is John Joseph Adams’ newsletter, which brings you updates about Lightspeed (and Nightmare), as well as John’s anthologies and his other projects. Plus, you’ll get John’s thoughts about books, short stories, TV and film, roleplaying games, and related subjects. Subscribers receive Robot Wizard Zombie Crit! Stories: Volume One as a free reward for subscribing! Visit johnjosephadams.com/newsletter today to sign up for free.
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    Join the Lightspeed/Nightmare Discord Server. Discord is basically like a cross between a instant messenger and an old-school web forum. Join to chat about SF/F/H short stories, books, movies, tv, games, share opinions with other Lightspeed (& Nightmare) readers, and more! Join link: discord.gg/csbKHgvfaq.

  
    Elegy for Zephyr One

    Gene Doucette | 8142 words

    
      Post-flight debrief.
    

    Subject: Michael Ackine, of the Astronomic Endeavors cargo ship, Zephyr One.

    Introductory notes: Mr. Ackine is the only survivor of the Zephyr’s maiden voyage. Z-One landed safely, five Earth days overdue and two kilometers from target. Mr. Ackine is not a pilot, and has stated he did not land the ship himself.

    
      Interview conducted by Inspector Lewis Fa, of Corporate Security and Safety, Mars division.
    

    
      [BEGIN TRANSCRIPT]
    

    
      Fa: For the record, this interview is being recorded. Mr. Ackine, thanks for coming.
    

    
      Ackine: I wasn’t given a choice. Will this be a part of my official record?
    

    
      Fa: I don’t understand the question, sir.
    

    Ackine: This inquiry is to establish what actually happened aboard the Zephyr. It’s my intention to provide that detail. But I don’t want what I say to be held against me at a later time.

    Fa: . . .

    
      Fa: Mr. Ackine, if you’re talking about confession of criminal behavior—
    

    
      Ackine: I am. But not my own.
    

    
      Fa: Then I don’t see the issue.
    

    Ackine: . . .

    
      Ackine: What will happen is, after hearing what I have to say, you or someone above you will bury this entire interview. I would like for any blemish to my record to be buried along with it.
    

    
      Fa: Nobody will be burying—
    

    
      Ackine: You really don’t know, do you? You don’t know what Corporate put on our ship.
    

    • • • •

    Zephyr One was going down.

    This was the consensus of the various alarms going off all over the bridge. They flashed, and beeped, and buzzed, and demanded immediate attention, because somebody needed to know that the planet Mars was coming up really quite quickly, and something must be done about that.

    Michael was alone on the bridge, and he didn’t know how to fly the Zephyr One, because he was the communications officer. In that regard, comms was working flawlessly; absolutely none of the flashing, beeping or buzzing had to do with the external communications relay or the internal intercoms, but if they did, he would know exactly how to fix it.

    That was provided he didn’t have to leave the bridge to do it. The door—a heavy blast door designed to protect the bridge crew from any mayhem that might be occurring in the rest of the ship, and vice versa—was down and locked. He was the one who’d locked it, and he could definitely unlock it, but there was a reason he’d locked himself inside, and that reason was still—as far as he knew—somewhere on the other side.

    “This is Zephyr One, this is Zephyr One,” Michael said, over the definitely-still-functioning external comms. “This is an all-ships bulletin. Repeat, all-ships bulletin. Request immediate assistance from anyone in range of this broadcast. We are going down. Repeat: This is Zephyr One, and we are going down. Please help.”

    He had been sending similar messages, requesting assistance of any kind, for two days. The part about going down imminently was new, but could hardly have been a surprise to anyone listening, as this was the logical consequence of a ship like the Zephyr, on approach to Mars and absent a pilot, needing (and not getting) any help.

    Mars was all he could see in the window now. One of the buzzers, beeps, or flashes would have probably told him that the brakes weren’t being applied, and that was really very bad, but he already knew that.

    “Listen,” he said, over the external comms channel. “I know someone out there can hear me. Please. Our pilot is dead. So is the captain, and the first officer, and . . . It’s . . . it may just be me, and I don’t know how to fly the ship. But someone out there does. I just need you to tell me what to do. Please.”

    He sat, listened to the alarms, and waited.

    “Michael,” someone said, through heavy static.

    “Yes!” Michael said. “This is Communications Officer Michael Ackine, of Zephyr One. Can you hear me? To whom am I speaking?”

    “Michael, I’m sorry,” the woman on the other end of the static said.

    “I don’t understand. Identify?”

    “They told us we can’t talk to you.”

    “Who?” he asked. “Who said that?”

    “I don’t know what’s happened over there, but I thought you should know.”

    “Who told you not to help me?” Michael asked, shouting now. The volume meter on the comms panel noted the spike and alerted him to the potential for distortion.

    “I’m very sorry. Goodbye.”

    “No, come back!” he said.

    But he was just shouting at static.

    • • • •

    Zephyr One was the pride of Astronomic Endeavors’ fleet, as much as a corporation this size could have pride in a shipping vessel. Not a lot, in other words. Not compared to the pride the company exhibited when talking about the Mars dome, or the space platform. (The latter of which was not actually new, and was in fact falling apart—inasmuch as something in zero gravity could be said to fall at all—but was the only one of its kind.) But given the Zephyr One was the first new design to be added to the fleet in fifteen years, it still got its share of trumpeted pronouncements.

    It was not a new ship, although one might be forgiven for misinterpreting the press releases in this regard. The engine was a new design, but mostly built with parts from older ships. The hull was an old Whippoorwill class troop transport, with half of the insides carved out to make room for the cargo hold. But the paint job was new.

    The new engine design, coupled with the stripped-down Whippoorwill body, was supposed to produce a ship that could make the loop to Mars and back five days faster than the bulkier Pelican class (an old Pondskip-class glider with a cargo bay welded to its underside) while carrying the same load. And that really was a big deal, because nothing was more important than getting supplies to the Mars dome, and the soil reclamation project, as fast as possible. Any efficiency change that was also cost-effective was a huge plus.

    None of the engineers tasked with supporting the engine knew how it actually worked, which was . . . a problem. They had access to all the digital manuals they needed, and those manuals came with all of the appropriately labeled section headers, but—as Chief Engineer Jacobsen was still pointing out to the captain, right up to the launch—an alarming amount of the text beneath the appropriately labeled section headers began, “lorem ipsum . . .”

    There were issues immediately.

    The Zephyr got up to the appropriate initial velocity okay, but once there, the new engine offered neither a more efficient energy exchange nor a marked improvement in propulsive force, which were both things that it was supposed to provide. Worse, when the crew pushed the engine up to what was known as Pelican-standard velocity (which the Zephyr was supposed to exceed easily) it started making a horrific noise—aptly described by Jacobsen as akin to a “Doberman in a thresher”—that could be heard from every part of the ship. That sound, along with the accompanying smell of burning lubrication oil, was why Captain Qualley ordered the engine room to cut back to three-quarters standard.

    Michael had to notify Corporate that the Zephyr would be arriving at Mars seven days later than expected—meaning, four to five days later than it would have taken them had they been flying one of the Pelican-class junkers.

    This did not go well. An hour later, a priority message came back, which Michael dutifully patched through to the captain’s private quarters.

    Michael didn’t know what was said in the communique, but it put the fear of whatever god Captain Qualley cared about into her, because soon after, the engine room was pushing the Doberman-in-a-thresher boundary again.

    Nobody got a lot of sleep after that.

    • • • •

    Michael was still waiting on a response to his urgent request for assistance, when the knocking started on the bridge door.

    Someone, or something, was still alive on the other side.

    It was very likely that somebody or something could do more on the bridge than just send out unilaterally ignored distress signals. They could probably even land the ship.

    Michael engaged the internal intercom.

    “I’m not letting you in,” he said.

    • • • •

    Despite being a much-lauded new ship on its maiden voyage, Zephyr One left Earth with only a half-crew contingent of twelve: captain, first officer, pilot, systems officer, communications officer, doctor, nurse, four engineers, and the universal tool that was the science officer.

    The job of the science officer was supposed to be to apply advanced scientific expertise to any unplanned-for circumstance that may arise while the vessel transited deep space—an unexpected astrophysical consequence of travel at half lightspeed, say; or an alien.

    Michael had been comms officer on twenty-two missions before the Zephyr One, and could not cite a single instance in which the science officer was called upon to perform this singular duty. Neither (probably) had anyone else, which was why what the science officer actually did on these missions was: whatever nobody else had time for. If, for instance, the ship’s systems officer needed to repair hallway grav panels on two levels while also restoring overhead lighting to a section on a third level, the science officer could jump in and help.

    The Zephyr’s science officer was named Eric Doyle.

    Eric was a handsome, blue-eyed bundle of energy. This was his first flight, and he spent a lot of time reminding everybody of that fact, by talking about the wonder of space travel, and by looking out whatever windows he could find (the Zephyr, like most of the long haulers, had very few windows) to marvel at “the splendor of it all.”

    Eric was incredibly competent. He completed all of the tasks kicked his way—none of which were, again, technically in the job description—without complaint, on time, and with a smile.

    Everyone pretty much hated Eric. A few went so far as to bring him up with the ship’s doctor. Perhaps there was drug use going on, they argued, or an undiscovered brain tumor. Because nobody actually liked this job, and the fact that he seemed to, made it that much worse for everyone else.

    “Enjoying menial labor isn’t a medical condition,” Doctor Vardanian said. Which was a good point; however, everyone thought it probably should be.

    • • • •

    The knocking at the door stopped, and the intercom in the hallway was engaged.

    “Michael?” the voice said. “That’s you in there, isn’t it? I can’t get the door to open from this side. I think we’re about to crash? Michael? If you just let me in, I can help.”

    • • • •

    They were five days out when Zephyr One received a message from Corporate, announcing the impending arrival of another message, the latter being an announcement for the entire crew.

    Michael was used to this kind of thing; it happened every second or third mission, and was usually an illustration of the difference between what “important” meant to Corporate, and what everyone else understood that word to mean.

    Michael notified Captain Qualley when to expect the shipwide. The captain then told the rest of the crew that at around that time, they were to stop whatever it was they were doing, assemble in the mess hall for an all-hands, and listen to the announcement.

    They didn’t need to gather in the same place for it. As communications officer, Michael’s sole responsibility was to acknowledge receipt of the message and to immediately push it to the shipwide intercom—he wasn’t even supposed to listen to it himself first—where it would be heard throughout the ship. Theoretically, everyone could just remain where they happened to be, stand still, and listen.

    The reason for the all-hands, was so the captain could visually confirm that everyone was listening.

    The crew had a message subject betting pool going. The leading contenders were:

    
      	retirement announcement for someone nobody ever heard of

      	they’re fucking the pension plan again

      	nothing that couldn’t have been communicated in a memo instead

    

    They were good guesses—although the third one struck many as cheating—but nobody won the bet; this was something new.

    • • • •

    “Michael, are you there?”

    The voice on the other side of the door belonged to Eric Doyle. Given enough time, Eric could probably figure out how to override the panic button Michael hit when initially engaging the door. Not that he had that kind of time, but he was capable.

    Michael toggled open the internal intercom. “I’d rather die, knowing I took you with me, than open this door, Eric,” he said. “I think you know that.”

    “Michael . . .” Eric sighed, “think about it for a minute: Are you sure you’ll be taking me with you?”

    • • • •

    “Attention: this is Magnus Howe, CEO of Astronomic Endeavors!” the broadcast began.

    All Corporate shipwides began like this. It was the considered opinion of most members of the crew that the “Magnus Howe” that dictated them was an actor.

    The next part—again, as usual—was a three-note musical chime, and the words, “Only the finest,” read in the enthusiastic baritone of someone who definitely was an actor. Then they got Magnus again.

    “And I’m here to share exiting news! You’ve been chosen to participate in an experiment, and for your participation, you could receive a monetary bonus!

    “What is this experiment? It’s called a Turing test. As you know, Astronomic Endeavors works tirelessly to improve safety and working conditions for all of our valuable employees. One potential improvement is in the field of synthetic crewmates, to support and ensure the safety of the human crew. If your ship has received this message, you may have a synthetic crewmate right now!

    “What does this mean for you? At the completion of your tour, you’ll be asked to identify the synthetic, and how you made this determination. Pending validation, you could receive a monetary bonus!”

    The three-note musical chime jumped in again, and then Magnus came back with a quick, “That’s all, and thanks for listening!”

    And that was that.

    • • • •

    Fa: Let me stop you. Are you saying this broadcast came directly from Corporate?

    
      Ackine: Of course.
    

    
      Fa: You’re sure.
    

    
      Ackine: It had the right one-time codes, sent along the correct frequency with the appropriate headers and footers. Are you suggesting it was somehow spoofed, or are you suggesting I’m lying?
    

    Fa: I’m passing no judgment. But we do have a record of all official communications, to and from the Zephyr, and there is no such message in that record.

    
      Ackine: Does this record have a log of our outgoing distress calls?
    

    
      Fa: No, it does not.
    

    
      Ackine: Then either I am a liar, or someone above your grade is withholding. Can I continue?
    

    • • • •

    There was a flare gun that had been skittering around on the floor of the bridge for the past couple of hours. It was the closest thing to a weapon Michael was able to get his hands on aboard the ship. Meant for spacewalks only—it fired a bullet-sized load that burned brightly for about three seconds in the vacuum of space, but for hours in atmosphere—he had retrieved it from the inner airlock just before sealing himself on the bridge.

    Pulling the trigger indoors would be a massively stupid thing to do, but so would opening the bridge door, and he was going to have to do that too. In fact, the reason he had the gun in the first place was in anticipation of this exact situation.

    Michael picked up the gun, walked to the door, and hit the release button. The door slid up, revealing Eric Doyle, in a blood-soaked crew jumpsuit.

    Eric stared down the barrel for a beat, neither moving nor breathing. “If you fire, you’ll end up killing us both,” he said.

    “Again, as long as I’m taking you with me, I can live with that,” Michael said. “You were right; I don’t know if the crash will kill you. At least this way, I get to be sure.”

    • • • •

    The problem was, they were all strangers to one another.

    For all but two of the Zephyr’s twelve crew members—Science Officer Doyle, and an engineer named Fisk, both of whom were on their first flights—this was a case of same-destination, new-ship.

    This was unusual; generally, people who worked well together stayed together, especially captain/first mate relationships. It wasn’t unheard of, though, so nobody was actually surprised to have eleven unfamiliar faces looking back at them when they came aboard.

    It wasn’t until the notion was floated that one of the twelve could be a synthetic person, that the fact that nobody knew anybody else previously became an odd, interesting, or otherwise notable fact.

    They had no history together; therefore, it could be any one of them.

    Captain Qualley, sensing in the Turing test a potentially divisive issue for a crew that had, to this point, worked pretty well together, reminded everyone of the words “could be,” which, to her, meant the message went out to multiple ships; surely, there wasn’t a synthetic on all of them?

    “Let’s not go pointing fingers,” she said. “It’s probably none of us.”

    It was a misread of the room, because not only did nobody mind, it was the opinion of the crew that the very idea of it was, A: very funny, and B: probably a straight lie, because, C: there was no way Corporate had that kind of tech.

    Fingers were pointed, in other words, but mostly in jest.

    More than one such finger was directed at Michael, as he evidently gave off strong android vibes. Michael did mind this a little; he wasn’t sure what it was about him in particular that came off as robotic or artificial, and didn
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