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    Editorial: March 2026

    John Joseph Adams | 268 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed’s 190th issue!

    We’ve got some really thought-provoking SF this month. We’re starting off with Matthew Kressel’s “Espie Droger Dreams of War”—a powerful story that feels more timely every day. In his short story “Terms of Enlightenment,” Patrick Hurley brings us a warmhearted tale about becoming a better person. We also have two terrific flash pieces: “Eat, Prey, Love: A Modest Proposal for Ensuring Gender Equality Through Selective Dietary Practices; or, a Geriatric Millennial’s Guide to #GirlDinner” from Jilly Dreadful and “An Encounter at the Dawn of the Time War” by JT Petty.

    Oluwatomiwa Ajeigbe serves up the latest installment in his series about the Cookbook of the Gods. This time we find Erishu fighting his own creations in “The Devourers of War; or, An Excerpt From The Cookbook Of The Gods.” There’s more deliciousness in Vanessa Fogg’s mythically inspired “Lotus Dew for the Emperor’s Tea,” which will make you very excited about visiting your local teahouse. Our original flash includes a “When We Loved Giants” by Sara S. Messenger and “The Tide Folk” by Jennifer Hudak.

    As usual, our spotlight interview team has had a terrific time chatting with our authors. Be sure to check out the author spotlights to learn more about the inspirations behind these great stories—and what our authors are up to next. And if you’re looking for your next great read, our book reviewers have three stellar recommendations.

    It’s another terrific issue, and we’re delighted to be sharing it with all of you, our wonderful readers.
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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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    Eat, Prey, Love: A Modest Proposal for Ensuring Gender Equality Through Selective Dietary Practices; or, a Geriatric Millennial’s Guide to #GirlDinner

    Jilly Dreadful | 954 words

    “Young women aren’t inherently cannibalistic,” says Dr. McGowan, a leading expert in digital anthropology. “It’s just the algorithm that can make them this way.”

    The earliest videos went something like this: disembodied female voices singing strange intonations of the words “girl dinner” in a voice-over effect as the visuals of the video featured dozens of increasingly strange combinations of food. A handful of Cheez-It crackers, grapes, and a stick of string cheese with a line of sriracha along the top? Girl dinner. A tin of anchovies, a couple gummy worms, and a sliced up kiwi: girl dinner. As the trend gained popularity, however, Michele in Michigan posted a video of sautéed onions and mushrooms with what appeared to be a human ear. Kira in Pennsylvania made herself a bowl of ramen, and in the description of the video wrote, “Is that a soft boiled egg or my narcissistic ex-husband’s eyeball in my bowl? ≧◡≦ Who can say?” Although social media sites scrubbed their platforms clean of the more graphic content that came later, the true ingredients of the earliest videos were never substantiated.

    Some channels attribute the digital siren song to a social media algorithm influenced by the sun static reported by NOAA’s Space Weather Prediction Center. Talking heads on other outlets produced soliloquies lamenting Gen Z’s lack of patriarchal respect. But whether it was due to space weather heretofore unseen since 1859’s Carrington Event, or a topic trending amongst an increasingly radicalized audience, only one thing was certain: Young women from all over the United States suddenly started to target men known to exhibit traits of toxic masculinity for literal #girldinner. It was as if the collective consciousness of womankind had decided to take “you are what you eat” to its logical, if gruesome, conclusion.

    In Ojai, California, Kathy Griffin hosted one of her infamous dinner salons where the main course was controversial male influencer Jake Paul. Attendees posted videos to their Instagram Stories slow-panning around what appeared to be a pit-roasted provocateur on a spit: a self-styled alpha male reduced to spectacle, complete with an apple in his mouth. “It’s the fifteenth anniversary of Jennifer’s Body, and hell is eating locally sourced dudebro,” quipped Diablo Cody. Her Instagram story garnered not only millions of views, but thousands of comments challenging the validity of the video as a publicity stunt—because, although she wasn’t tagged directly, eagle-eyed followers spotted Oscar-award winning special FX makeup artist Ve Neill also in attendance. A meme shared more than 1.8 million times, captions the scene with, “Dudes really would rather be spit-roasted than go to therapy.” The women’s expressions in the footage carried that same electric anticipation visible on Anthony Joshua’s face right before he knocked Jake Paul unconscious in their infamous boxing match: joy mixed with certainty, the look of someone who knows exactly what’s about to happen. Months after this #girldinner, Jake Paul still hasn’t surfaced. He also hasn’t been reported missing, further fueling speculation on whether this was all staged. Another viral comparison paired the dinner footage with clips from Paul’s boxing match against Anthony Joshua: split screens showing the women’s gleeful expressions matched perfectly with Joshua’s famous smile right before the knockout.

    “Same energy,” the captions read. Was it just another outrageous stunt from YouTube’s notorious chaos merchant, or was it the ultimate alpha male stunt taken to its horrifying real life conclusion?

    After that #girldinner, the phenomenon spread faster than a TikTok dance challenge, leaving authorities baffled and men freshly dosed with red pills quaking in their “designer suits, nice watches, good belts, and dress shirts.” Hashtags like #EatThePatriarchy and #ThisisWhatFeminismTastesLike also began trending.

    As the madness peaked, a new cuisine emerged, playfully named, “Toxic Masculini.” Every street corner had a sidewalk chalkboard with decorative script advertising their limited time menus featuring “ethically sourced man meat.” Yelp reviewers raved about the “rich flavor profile of entitlement,” the “tender texture of fragility,” and the “sweet, sweet saltiness of male tears. It’s fat-free and full of irony, my favorite flavor!”

    But like all trends, as this one began to wane, it finally reached the hallowed halls of academia. At Dartmouth, a Ph.D. candidate submitted her dissertation on “The Gastronomic Applications of Toxic Masculinity in the Post-Digital Age.” Her dissertation is still currently under consideration by the ethics board of The Graduate School.

    Perhaps it was the shortage of suitable ingredients, or maybe the novelty simply wore off. Whatever the reason, women across the nation gradually returned to more conventional dining habits. In the aftermath, sociologists, psychologists, and data scientists scrambled to make sense of what had transpired. Was it mass hysteria? A glitch in the collective unconscious? Or simply the logical endpoint of years of pent-up frustration?

    Dr. McGowan proposed a novel theory in her TEDx Talk: “What we witnessed was the birth of a new form of digital folklore. Just as our ancestors used stories of wendigos and vampires to process their fears and desires, we created the ‘girl dinner’ phenomenon to confront the very real monsters in our midst.” Her words resonated with millions, sparking a global conversation about gender dynamics, online radicalization, and the power of memes to shape reality.

    As the dust settled, a new equilibrium emerged. Men who once scoffed at the idea of emotional intelligence now flocked to workshops on empathy and active listening. Dating apps introduced “toxicity scores” alongside height and job titles. And, in conference rooms across the country, men eyed their female colleagues with a newfound respect, tinged with just a respectable hint of fear.

    But in the darkest corners of the internet, whispers persisted. Anonymous forums buzzed with rumors of underground supper clubs where the “girl dinner” tradition lived on. Urban legends spoke of a secret society of women who had tasted power and refused to give it up.

    Now that the feast of #girldinner has ended, the hard truths we’ve swallowed sit heavy in our collective gut, demanding to be processed. “A new language emerged,” concluded Dr. McGowan, “spoken in the dialect of hunger and satiation, of power consumed and power shared. For the first time, we all became predator and prey, forever changed by the meal we made of ourselves.” After having sampled toxic masculinity, is it ever possible to eliminate our deeply ingrained biases, or are we destined to simply purge and go back to the way things were? Are we finally full, or has our taste of power only intensified our hunger for lasting change?

    ©2025 by Jilly Dreadful.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Jilly Dreadful writes feminist science fiction about cyborgs, mermaids, and the strange places where bodies and technology collide. Her first book, Cosmobiological: Stories, a hopepunk collection of short fiction, won the Sundress Publications Prose Manuscript Contest in 2020. Her work has been nominated for a Pushcart Prize, longlisted by Ellen Datlow for Best Horror of the Year, and received honorable mentions for Best Science Fiction of the Year. She has a Ph.D. from University of Southern California (you could call her Dr. Dreadful, but she’s not that kind of doctor) and is a member of SFWA. When she’s not writing fiction, she creates digital ghost stories, publishes dark humor at TheMorbs.net, hosts The Ophelia Frequencies podcast, and is rebooting The Brainery: Online Speculative Fiction Workshops for summer 2026.
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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.

  
    Espie Droger Dreams of War

    Matthew Kressel | 4299 words

    Espie Droger dreams of war. What else can he dream of? There is nothing left. He has dreamed of world travel and expensive Scotch and lithe young women and sudden uncontrollable laughter. But his vitality has seeped from him like fluid from a dying tree. Espie is old. And Espie is tired. He used to dream of building a cabin in the woods and a family with offspring and expert systems to run the world. Now he dreams of rubbled cities and bursting orange flames and heaps of charred bones and the screams of babies. Now Espie dreams of war.

    He walks the shore of his private Maine island and remembers the day he settled here, nearly four decades ago, when the ocean lapped the rocks a hundred trees downslope. But since then, the Earth warmed, the ice caps melted, and the waters slowly rose, and now even during the coldest months it hardly ever snows. More than anything, Espie misses the sound of boots on fresh powder, the morning stillness in the forest after an overnight snow, and the numinous sparkle of a trillion white crystals in the dawn. He walks the shores and dreams of those ancient days, when life was new and exciting and he did not dread all his tomorrows. Now there is only an endless stream of gray sunsets broken by the weekly arrival of the mailboat and its ferryman carrying news from shore.

    “Kakiye novosti?” Espie asks. What’s new?

    And the ferryman replies, “Nothing much. Nothing much at all.”

    • • • •

    Espie sits at his desk, staring at his locked computer screen, and the vision of that gray beach fades like the afterimage from a lightning flash, asymptotically attenuated forever. This is the third time this month that Espie woke in that different time and place, inhabiting a future not yet been. It felt real, being that bitter old man lost in nostalgia and regret. But present-day Espie isn’t haunted by guilt like that pathetic creature. Espie is young and eager and alive, and that dissipated future man is merely a nightmare brought on by too much hard work and too little sleep.

    Two scant hours ago Espie arrived at the Procurement and Logistics building and said hi to his dark-suited colleagues in the break room that always smells of old coffee and rotten fruit, and he and his colleagues shared perfunctory tales of their weekend adventures, and Espie lied and said he had gone out and had a good time with friends, though he’d sat home all weekend ordering takeout and playing video games on the couch. And after their tales, Espie filled his giant coffee mug to the brim and headed down two flights of stairs to his subbasement office, patting himself on the back for not spilling a drop of liquid along the way.

    Espie’s desk sits in a corner of a crowded storeroom that reeks of must and old paper, surrounded on three sides by cardboard boxes stacked on metal shelves to the ceiling. Espie’s been working down here for nine months, and though he’s thought about peeking inside the moldering boxes, he never once dared to look, too afraid of getting caught and punished and maybe even, the way things have been going lately, executed for treason.

    It’s cold down here in the subbasement, and dark, except for the single fluorescent tube above his desk that gives everything a pallid, otherworldly glow. But Espie likes sitting here alone, with nothing but the thrum of the boiler down the hall and the moldering cardboard boxes to keep him company. Here he can focus on work.

    Espie’s laptop is bolted to his desk and he logs in with a long and complicated password he’s proud of having memorized, and numbers light up his screen, spreadsheets and graphs, tabulations and data, dynamically updated from all over the country and world, a mess of data that only Espie can untangle. Sitting here, Espie will remake the world.

    He sips his coffee and leans forward and nods and gets back to work.

    • • • •

    Thirty-six years later, in his Maine cabin, Espie tosses and turns in bed, unable to sleep. This has been happening much lately, this pestering insomnia, when the memories of long ago tear at his conscience like glass shards and leave his soul bare and bleeding. Something has to change, and he knows just what this is, and one day, maybe today, maybe even this morning, he’ll take that final leap, because this can’t go on forever.

    Moonlight illuminates the fog outside his window, just like the pallid light that lit his basement desk all those eons ago. God, he used to love those days, the comfort of numbers, the feeling of accomplishment, the joy at the end of a day’s work. He slept easy then, knowing he was helping the national cause. Now there is nothing but the howl of wind, promising but never delivering snow, and endless dreams of innocent blood.

    Espie hears movement in his bedroom and he fumbles for the nightstand light and in its yellow glow there is a figure at the foot of his bed and Espie shrieks.

    The figure wears a well-decorated military uniform, but Espie isn’t sure which branch or rank because he never bothered to learn, despite taking orders from uniformed men like this for years. But as Espie dons his glasses he sees they are not a man, but a woman, and a brown one too, which is not unheard of, especially among the lower ranks. But a brown woman with this many medals and stars? So few survived the purges, and Espie could count on one hand those that did, and he knew well their faces and names, because they were paraded around the country like trophies and proudly displayed in the new history books for all to mark and remember. But this brown woman in her well-decorated military uniform standing at the foot of his bed is not one of those few.

    “Espie Droger, Fed ID 478-984-7132,” the woman says in an accent he can’t place. She speaks flatly, like she’s addressing a wall.

    “Yes,” Espie says. “Who are you? What’s going on? How’d you get inside?”

    “Mr. Droger, I am Lieutenant Major Ursula Ghauri, and I’ve been sent here to stop a travesty.”

    “Excuse me?”

    “Less than four hours from now, on this morning of March 7th, 2074, at approximately 0645 hours local time you will stand on the rocks on the southwest promontory of this island and take your own life by shooting yourself in the mouth with a hunting rifle. Your body won’t be found for nine days, until the mailboat pilot that visits this island weekly investigates your absence. By then your bloated corpse will be infested with sea lice and flies, and the crabs and sea birds will have pecked your flesh to the bone.”

    Espie is shaking and feels like vomiting and he wants to reach for a knife or gun he doesn’t have nearby. “I don’t understand. Are you threatening me?”

    “No, Mr. Droger. A threat implies a potential for escape. You have no such luxury.”

    “I don’t understand.”

    “That’s my purpose, Mr. Droger, to help you understand. By the Temporal Council of War and the New Terran Governing Corpus you have been found guilty of crimes against humanity. A version of yourself from a timeline closed off to you has testified on your behalf in front of judge and jury. The verdict was unanimous on all counts. Guilty. The punishment for your crimes is spotchkai.”

    “Spot-what?”

    “Spotchkai. It’s a word that doesn’t yet exist in your language. Its meaning roughly translates to ‘life attenuation by gradual reality diminishment.’”

    “Is this a joke?”

    “I’m afraid not, Mr. Droger.”

    “Who did you say you were?”

    “Lieutenant Major Ursula Ghauri, here on behalf of the Temporal Council of War and the New Terran Governing Corpus. I’m to execute your sentence.”

    “Are you’re saying you’re from the future?”

    “Not the future, Mr. Droger. One potential timeline from your future. This timeline we presently inhabit is about to be closed off from the world. It may be more correct to say that both of us now exist in a closed time-like loop being excised from reality, like slicing off an infected boil. In this case, I, the lance, will be thrown away with the infection, to make sure the cut is clean.”

    • • • •

    Espie blinks alert at his basement desk, and the dream-vision recedes like tides from an empty beach. His heart thrums and his breath catches, and the dream-vision persists in his thoughts throughout the day.

    Espie tells himself it’s lack of sunlight or too much caffeine or the melatonin he’s been taking to sleep. He is supposed to optimize processes and streamline logistics, but all day he just moves the numbers around perfunctorily. The intention is there but the feeling is gone. Espie usually exults in the work, delights in the mathematics, but there is no joy today, and he works late to make up for lost time.

    It’s well after 2100 hours and most have gone home when he hears footfalls on the stairs, and a uniformed officer steps down, and Espie sees their shiny shoes first, then their ironed pants, and the olive green of their shirt, and for a terrifying instant he thinks this person is Lieutenant Major Ghauri from his dream-vision. But then he sees the liver-spotted white fist and the broad masculine shoulders and he breathes a sigh of relief. This is General McHolland, whom he knows well.

    “Sir, I—” Espie says, jumping to his feet.

    “Sit, son,” the General says, and Espie obeys. “Working late again, eh?”

    “Sorry, sir, I just wanted to—”

    “Don’t apologize for hard work, son. Betty in Allocation tells me you’re our most efficient data engineer. You’re our unsung hero. We need to get you a better office with natural light and a window. It’s a goddamn cave down here.”

    “I like it down here, sir. It’s quiet and I can get work done.”

    “I bet you can, Espie. I bet you can. You may not know it, son, but your work is helping us win the war.” Espie tenses some at the word “war,” because there haven’t been any big battles, only endless decrees and orders and movements of people and materiel like pieces on a chess board. Though, now that Espie thinks of it, there have been deaths. Lots of them, though their numbers lay buried in charts and graphs in rounding errors and fractional remainders. And late at night, when the magnitude of his work often rouses him from sleep, he consoles himself that it’s a necessary evil. There are enemies among us, after all, and like vermin and inefficiency they need to be rooted out. “Without men like you, son,” the General goes on, “hardworking, strong young men who do the necessary labor without whining like pussies, well, the war’d be lost. I’m putting you in for a commendation.”

    “Thank you, sir.”

    “You hungry, son? You want me to get one of the girls to order you dinner?”

    “No, sir. Thank you. Sir.”

    “Well, you just holler if you need anything. New desk. New office. Tomorrow I’ll talk to the boys upstairs about getting you a raise. You deserve it, son. And, Espie?”

    “Yes, sir?”

    And suddenly General McHolland’s face isn’t his anymore, but Lieutenant Major Ghauri’s, brown and female, and she has all the wrath of a vengeful demon. “Keep up the good work, son,” Lieutenant Major Ghauri says, and Espie gasps.

    “Everything all right, son?” the General says, and Espie blinks, and the General’s a man again, white face, square jaw, a day of scruff. “Yes, sir, all good, sir,” Espie stutters, and the General gives Espie a curious look and nods and seems both puzzled and amused as he heads back upstairs to his war.

    • • • •

    It’s still dark on the island, and moonlight spills down through the fog like corpse light, but a hint of the coming dawn limns the east, and the fog in that direction glows like orange fire. Espie and Lieutenant Major Ghauri walk the shore as a biting wind nips at his exposed skin. Espie shudders, but the Lieutenant Major doesn’t seem to be affected by the cold.

    She walks with her hands behind her back. “I’ll try to put this as succinctly as I can, Mr. Droger. Six months from now, there will be a world war that leads to a global nuclear exchange. The details of this war are too complex to get into, but the government you served for years, the government who gave you this island and built you your house and gave you your generous pension—this government is the war’s chief instigator. Your country will suffer enormous casualties and in the aftermath your government and dozens of others will collapse. And after a tumultuous decade, a new world government will arise, and that government will seek to make expiations for the sins of the past that led to the global catastrophe. And when tabulating the number of deaths caused by individuals, based on recovered data, your actions will be ranked number six, you being

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2025 by Matthew Kressel.
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