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    Editorial, June 2025

    John Joseph Adams | 252 words

    Welcome to issue 181 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    One of science fiction’s greatest functions is asking “what if,” and we’ve packed this issue with terrific what-if stories. We’re starting the month with “The Twenty-One Second God,” a new story from Peter Watts asking pointed questions about virtual reality and artificial intelligence. Marissa Lingen delves into the unintentional effects of new technology in her hilarious story “All I Got Was This Lousy T-Shirt.” And our flash writers continue interrogating reality and technology—Reyes Ramirez explores the horizons of the housing crisis in “Multi-Spatial Apartment Complex Malfunction Results in Body Horror,” and in “See Now the Misfortune of the Thinking Tenax,” Lowry Poletti delves into questions of other minds.

    Our fantasy stories focus a bit more tightly on relationships and magic. Vanessa Fogg’s new story “When the Faerie King Toured the Human Realm” mixes social media crazes with the faerie world—shining a light on the complex relationships we project upon our favorite content creators. Carrie Vaughn melds international politics with magic and tea in a wonderfully cozy new short, “A Week at the Raven Feather Salon.” We also have a flash story (“Eyes Grown Thick on the World”) from Will McMahon, and another (“My Mother, the Supervillain”) from Benjamin Blattberg.

    Our nonfiction includes our usual assortment of author spotlights, along with book reviews from our fantastic review team.

    It’s a terrific way to kick off our fifteenth year of publication, so thanks for joining us along the way!


• • • •

For those of you who don't already subscribe to my Robot Wizard Zombie Crit! newsletter, here are a few capsule reviews of books I've read recently:


 		The Incandescent by Emily Tesh: Really great worldbuiding, really great character development, really great plot with twists and turns. I loved it from the beginning, but even then the last 1/4 of the book really took it to the next level. Highly recommended!

 		The Tainted Cup by Robert Jackson Bennett: A mystery/fantasy hybrid that excels with both the mystery and fantasy elements. Incredible book—well deserving of its recently-announced Hugo nomination. I loved the characters and the worldbuilding, and, while there aren't a ton of action sequences, the ones that are there are freakin' awesome.

 		A Drop of Corruption by Robert Jackson Bennett: After loving The Tainted Cup, I had high expectations going into this one, but Robert Jackson Bennett did not disappoint. I was just as enthralled with this one as I was with the first. Fantastic worldbuilding, really rich characterization, and mystery novel grade mystery writing. Now I can't wait for the 3rd book, but I have to wait a whole year like everyone else!

 		The Ministry of Time by Kaliane Bradley: A compulsively readable time travel novel. It uses a very similar plot point as the John Varley story "Air Raid" (adapted to film as Millennium), but otherwise it felt like a very fresh take on time travel tropes. I was hooked right from the start, and my interest never wavered. It's definitely one of the best debuts I've read in a long time. And hey, Barack Obama loved it too, if you need another reason to read it.



If you'd like to subscribe to it so you see all of my capsule reviews of books (and movies and TV shows) and all of the other stuff I talk about in there, just visit johnjosephadams.com/newsletter to sign-up for free.
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    The Twenty-One Second God

    Peter Watts | 7870 words

    “Individual: a living system maintaining both a higher level of internal cooperation and a lower level of internal conflict than either its components or any larger systems of which it is a component.”

    —Fields and Levin, 2018

    We lost so many souls today. Reports stream in across five continents; icons bloom on the map like blood spatters. Broken filters, zero latency, bandwidth that somehow blew through the roof when no one was looking. The hardware plays catch-up as best it can: this number of petaflops, that many milliseconds, ten thousand network nodes stuttering under the weight of increased traffic. Chemicals spiking and crashing in brains the world over: GABA and serotonin and a dozen others that would make perfect sense to you, if you were still here. Muscles locked in sudden tetanus. Adrenaline cascades shocking hearts into spastic fibrillation.

    It happened so much faster than meat could react. A million emergency subroutines struggled to wrest back some measure of control. They seem to have prevailed, for now. The fences are back up at least, the throttles re-engaged. The network was staggering back to some kind of Normal before Meta’s human overseers had time to do much more than blanch and panic.

    Nobody can say what just happened, except that it lasted twenty-one seconds and it spanned the world. For twenty-one seconds, countless human souls just disappeared.

    Apparently I’m one of them.

    • • • •

    I don’t know whether to call it memory or hallucination: a flash that might be called a sort of revelation, in the same way you could describe the sun as a sort of bright candle. Everything made sense in a way that nothing ever has. I could see reality right down to the electrons—and now that I’m back, it’s all gone. As though I dreamed the solution to Unified Field Theory and lost every last detail upon waking.

    It’s strange watching a world flattened to two dimensions but the metaverse is down until they can figure out what happened. The numbers keep climbing. Frantic hordes jamming the lines to Telehealth. People picking themselves up off the streets, frightened, confused, marionettes whose strings were cut without warning and reconnected without explanation.

    Others have to be—found. They’re finding us in our living rooms and beds. Finding us on the toilet. They’re finding us in cars, slack-jawed and drooling, locked in autopilot orbits with no destinations. Some are pretty much okay. Some are psychotic, traumatized; they stare into infinity and scream at the slightest touch. Some are vegetables.

    They keep finding us. The curve bends into the exponential, thousands to tens of thousands to millions, no inflection point in sight.

    They haven’t found me yet.

    Downstream effects, now. Businesses instantly bankrupt, search-and-rescue operations on indefinite hold, surgeries aborted midstream. The sort of disruptions you’d expect. But there are other things, too. Rumors and reports that can’t be so easily chalked up to over-reliance on a technological monoculture. A research program at MIT just had its funding increased by two orders of magnitude. A half-dozen Peruvian SSI plants are mysteriously offline, although they were isolated on their own network. And—legal actions, of all things: thousands of them, launched from the ether during the blackout, drafted by rafts of automatic corporations that sprang miraculously into existence across a hundred jurisdictions.

    Rumors split and speciate like cracks across a frozen lake: stories of something that woke up and moved across the face of the waters and went away again. They graduate from conspiracy theory to working hypothesis in the space of an hour. Reputable sources neither confirm nor deny, but admit the possibility that something coalesced in those moments. They aren’t entirely sure what it was.

    Somebody calls it the Twenty-One Second God. From that point on, no one calls it anything else.

    The knock on the door barely registers. I don’t know anyone else in this building. I didn’t buzz anyone in.

    But there they are, two of them, standing in the hall. “Corwin Sukarto? We understand you’ve experienced a problem with your Hogan bridge.”

    They’ve found me. The curve bends a little more.

    But they’re not with Meta. They’re wearing uniforms.

    “Sir, we need you to come with us.”

    • • • •

    I’m in a private downtown hospital with anonymous facades. I’m in a bright cylindrical coffin full of chittering magnets. I’m on a diagnostic table that projects my flayed body onto the wall and labels my insides with floating annotations I don’t understand. The techs cowled in their headsets are Nella and Travis; they don’t offer their last names and I don’t ask. I don’t ask them anything, really, although I suppose I should. I should be curious, at least, about what’s happening to me.

    I haven’t been curious about much of anything since you went away.

    They pull off their headsets while I put my clothes back on (Nella reminds me a little of your sister). An elevator lifts us a dozen floors; we emerge into a windowless, oak-paneled room where soft light seeps from the baseboards and overstuffed chairs squat around a glass coffee table. I remember a very old movie: an astronaut in a terrarium, surrounded by sterile props his alien captors think will make him feel at home.

    Here, at last, are the suits. They also travel in pairs. “I’m Karina,” one says. She wears an antique briefcase slung over her shoulder. “This is Darcelle. We’re with Metaverse. First of all, we’d like to say how sorry we are about what happened to you . . .”

    About. Not for.

    “I don’t understand,” I say. “They said there were millions of us . . .”

    “Fifteen million, give or take.”

    I turn to see a middle-aged man in uniform, closing the door behind him. “Colonel Jim Moore,” Karina tells me. “WestHem Alliance.” She doesn’t look especially pleased that the Colonel has served up such a definitive body count.

    A military escort. A medical workup that would strain the limits of a Platinum policy. Two-and-a-half hours so far, and they seem to be just getting started.

    “You can’t be devoting this much personal attention to fifteen million people,” I say.

    “Not just yet,” Darcelle admits. “You’re special.”

    The Colonel clears his throat. “What Ms. Burrowes means is that you were assimilated during a window of high analytical interest.”

    Assimilated.

    More than hypothesis, then.

    Darcelle shoots a sidelong glance at Moore and recovers the ball. “We’d like to retain you for further studies. You could be extremely valuable in helping us figure out what happened, helping us ensure it doesn’t happen again. You’d be well-compensated, of course. We’ve already recruited someone to fill in for you at Grassy Narrows, so that’s not a problem. You’re a, a soil scientist, right?”

    “Close enough.” I don’t feel like arguing.

    Karina again: “Before we go any further, I’d just like to say again that we sincerely regret any discomfort or inconvenience or, or pain that this incident may have caused.” She fumbles with her briefcase and extracts a sheaf of paper half a centimeter thick. “We’d like to compensate you for that too, up front. No questions asked.”

    She holds it out to me. I look but don’t touch.

    “Sorry about the format.” Karina affects a rueful smile. “Normally of course we’d just squirt it to your bridge, but, well . . .”

    “Send it to my watch,” I tell her.

    “We usually do everything in the metaverse.” Her smile frays a little. “We’re not really set up for niche media.”

    “It’s a difficult time for all of us,” Darcelle adds.

    I take it. It’s forty-three single-spaced pages, but the amount they’re offering is on the first. I have no idea whether it’s generous or not. I flip to the end. “No signature line.”

    “Oh, everything’s on the record here. Once you’ve received the document, verbal confirmation is all we need.”

    I rifle through the pages; the font seems deliberately designed to make my eyes glaze, but something twitches in my brain around page ten. I try to focus.

    “Waive the right to pursue any personal or class action . . .”

    Darcelle nods. “We think it’s better to get the money to those who need it as quickly as possible, without any lengthy and expensive court proceedings.”

    “These legal things can go on for years,” Karina adds. “And the outcome is never guaranteed.”

    I glance around the terrarium. Karina and Darcelle beam hundred-watt smiles. Nella and Travis seem strangely attentive to the decor. Colonel Moore stands ramrod straight and somehow manages to look very tired at the same time. He meets my eyes; after a moment he offers a tiny, almost indiscernible shake of the head.

    “Fine,” I say.

    • • • •

    Moore escorts me to ground level. “We’d like you to remain here for a few days,” he says as the elevator seals us in.

    “Uh huh.”

    “You are special, as Ms. Burrowes put it.” There’s an aftertaste in the wake of her name, although his voice is unimpeachably neutral. “We think we could learn a lot from you.”

    “Anything you couldn’t learn if I slept in my own bed?”

    “This would be more efficient.”

    I wonder if I’m allowed to refuse.

    “You are of course free to leave any time you like.” Evidently the Colonel has been here before.

    “Permission to speak freely.”

    He raises an amused eyebrow, plays along. “Granted.”

    “I think I’m free because you don’t have a cage big enough to hold fifteen million of us. Not to mention the millions more who saw us disappear.”

    “You think we’d incarcerate fifteen million innocent people.”

    “Isn’t that the traditional approach? Circle the wagons, invoke national security? Control the narrative?”

    “I’d like to think fixing the problem might be in there somewhere.”

    The doors part onto a pristine lobby where no one sits at Reception. Night has fallen; the glass facade separating us from the street is a dark mirror.

    “You’re not wrong,” the Colonel admits. “Although we certainly have the resources to incarcerate a limited number of high-value assets. For their own protection, of course. I doubt anyone would complain, given what’s at stake. And yet . . .”

    He gestures at the glass. Through the half-reflections I see a vehicle idling at the curb.

    “It’ll take you home,” Moore says. “Pick you up at 0830 tomorrow, assuming you choose to participate.”

    The building lets us out. I climb into the car, hesitate. Stick my foot back onto the curb to keep the door from closing. “I’m—sorry if I was a dick back there. I know you’re just doing your job.”

    “That’s me all right.” Something tugs at the corner of his mouth. “Just following orders.”

    • • • •

    I answer their questions. I submit to their tests. I come in in the morning and go home at night in the backs of company cars that know where I live and refuse to take me anywhere else. The people who experiment on me are friendly enough. Nella and Travis treat their lab rats well and they don’t talk down to me. The suits with their fastened smiles drop by now and then to impart encouraging platitudes. Colonel Moore visits the facility every few days, ever civil, ever distant. Other faces come and go, curious but not hostile.

    They say I’m an optimum. Those who were swallowed before me earlier entered as loud voices in a small room: parts of some newborn not yet big enough to overwhelm, not yet old enough to have an agenda. I’m told they remember infancy but no intent. Those assimilated later were never more than whispers in a hurricane: they remember as much as a single neuron might, if you ripped it from someone’s head and demanded to know what the brain was thinking.

    I was raptured at some sweet spot between ignorance and unconsciousness. I at least remember a flash of focused insight, which the machines might be able to tag and track to something deeper. I’m not catatonic. I’m still sane.

    I may have you to thank for that. Travis tells me, with all the insight of someone who has never grieved, that grief rewires the brain. Cortisol and cytokines out of whack, hyperactivity in the amygdala and the anterior cingulate gyrus. They think it may have buffered me during the transition. It’s one of their hypotheses. They have a lot of them.

    The details don’t interest me. Some of us came back. Some of us didn’t.

    They pull me from the scanner again. “How much longer are we doing this?” It’s been over a week.

    “Don’t underestimate the value of time-series.” Nella shines a light in my eye, measures some response that a few million dollars’ worth of medical equipment apparently hasn’t recorded already. “Your brain underwent a huge shock. Some neurons got superstimulated, some got stuck. Functional clusters wiped out in an instant. Others crosswired. Parts of your brain that were never supposed to talk to each other started shooting the shit like old friends. It’s a real mess in there.”

    “Think a massive overdose of psychoactives with a PTSD chaser,” Travis chimes in.

    Nella nods. “We weren’t around for the main event, so we gotta settle for recording the aftermath. Plot the recovery curve, backcast to t=0. The longer the time-series, the better the backcast.”

    “I’m not back to baseline yet?” It’s been days. I remember you telling me once that even sticky neurons rebound after a few hours.

    “We don’t know,” she says. “It’s double-blind, so we don’t get to see the actual analysis. But some node must still be doing something interesting, because nobody’s called us off yet. Gotta keep the sample size consistent.”

    That’s what they call us. Not victims: too disempowering. Not complainants: we signed the waivers. Not survivors, because too many of us didn’t. Not even people.

    Nodes.

    I can’t deny it. I was not a person during the period under investigation.

    Oh, the body persisted; the flesh stayed warm, the organs kept functioning, the heart never missed a beat. Even the brain continued to spike and spark and even think, they say, although it was completely unaware of doing that. Of course, that’s hardly unusual; you always delighted in pointing out that most of our thoughts are unconscious even at the best of times. You’d talk about our autonomic modes, the way we iterate through complex daily routines on autopilot. Regale me with tales of sleepwalking artists and sex workers and even murderers, committing their acts of creation and commerce and destruction, unconscious the whole time.

    But even those zombies knew enough to answer to their own names. For twenty-one seconds, there was nothing in the world that could say I am Corwin Sukarto. For twenty-one seconds I did not exist. No needs, no desires, no consciousness.

    No pain.

    So many people seem terrified by the prospect. Not everyone, though. As I understand it, half a billion people around the world actually aspire to that state. They call it Nirvana.

    I admit I never really saw the appeal, before now.

    • • • •

    They don’t even know what it wants.

    That’s the wrong tense, of course. The Twenty-One Second God has been dead for two weeks now; even the hardware it inhabited has been throttled, time-lagged, crippled to the point it barely delivers VR anymore. Everything it was, everything it wanted: all in the past.

    And yet it continues to act: all those legal actions winding through the courts, the AIgents retained, the lobby groups that coalesced seemingly out of nowhere on its behalf. The rights of mayfly deities. The creation and the murder of a hive mind. Restitution strategies that would compel some random assortment of people to plug their brains into a resurrected Whole for an hour a week, so 21 might be born again. All planned out and launched in those fleeting moments between emergence and annihilation. All running, now, on autopilot. These motions and countermotions, this network of activity crisscrossing the globe at lightspeed: almost a mind in its own right, some say. The campaign itself might be sapient.

    But nobody’s certain what it’s campaigning for.

    The legal claims are straightforward: 21 wants its life back. Apparently it has a survival instinct. That shouldn’t be surprising for an entity with fifteen million brain stems, but those in the know assure me that things aren’t quite that simple. Some say it was barely conscious even when it was alive, that consciousness itself is just ignorance in action. It only boots up when the universe hands us something unexpected: when the brain has to learn new tricks or decide between competing imperatives. Ask the pianist, mid-concerto, to think about what their fingers are doing. Ask the martial artist which muscles are moving in which order, why they feinted left instead of right. Once the knowledge has been assimilated, being aware of it only destroys the performance.

    The brain aspires to error reduction, the self to annihilation. Phi isn’t a line but a curve, rising and peaking and arcing back to zero as the system approaches perfect knowledge. We baseline humans never even glimpse the summit; our thoughts are simple and our models are childish stick-figures, the world is always taking us by surprise. But what’s unexpected to a being with fifteen million times the computational mass of a human mind? All gods are omniscient. All gods are zombies.

    They say 21 may have been awake during those first few instants when it had swallowed only a few hundred souls. When it swallowed me. But thousands? Millions? The more it knew, the less it knew. It became a concert pianist in complete control of every keyboard. It grew too smart to be awake: as brilliant as any deity, as conscious as any stone.

    They say it wants its life back. But how can a stone want anything?

    • • • •

    All the nodes get cafeteria passes. Maybe the free food is supposed to make it easier for us to socialise. Maybe the place is infested with pickups to feed our chatter into some deep-learning algo panning for insight.

    Maybe they just don’t want us heading off-site for lunch if they think of another test.

    We never really talk much, though. Even when the other nodes do sit together, I’ve never heard the conversation stray beyond a murmured pass the salt. Whatever comfort we take from each other, we take it in silence. I don’t even know any of their names.

    I’d rather just talk to you anyway.

    “May I join you?”

    Colonel Moore, a mug of coffee in his hand.

    I gesture to the seat across from me. He sits, sets his coffee on the table between us. “Any new results?” I ask, before he can speak.

    He hesitates. “Seems to be a bandwidth correlation, not that that’s any great surprise. Most of the nodes were wired into fantasy scenarios. Games, worldsims, personal fantasies. Fat-pipe stuff.”

    “I wasn’t.” I was logged in to an online support group, sick with the loss of you, able only
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