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    Editorial: June 2024

    John Joseph Adams | 186 words

    Welcome to issue 169 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    Both of our SF short stories explore the realm of the robotic. Andrea Kriz starts us off with “Udo Gehler and the Virgin Bitch of the Resistance,” a novelette about a young mecha pilot in a soul-crushing society. Oyedotun Damilola Muees brings us a killing machine with a conscience in his new epistolary story “Warning Notes from an Annihilator Machine.” We also have two terrific flash pieces: “The Waking Sleep of a Seething Wound” from dave ring and “The Help Hotline” by Dominica Phetteplace.

    Our fantasy shorts both wrestle with the gods and fate. Varsha Dinesh spins a tale of gods, magic, and body modification in “Sparrow and the Parasol.” In Deborah L. Davitt’s new “In the Hands of the Mountain God,” an icy pilgrimage turns into something more complicated. Megan Chee has a flash story, “An Otherworldly Cat Tells You the Secrets of the Universe,” as does Shanna Germain (“The Weight of Salt”).

    All that, and of course we also have our usual assortment of author spotlights, along with book reviews from our terrific review team.
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      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.
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    The Waking Sleep of a Seething Wound

    dave ring | 1518 words

    Dawn shot a quiver of cirrus that smeared like sunscreen across the sky. Bini had been awake for hours, back aching. She was too old for this shit. Mox still slept like the dead, her snores a regular wheeze.

    Hard to imagine Bini had once slept beside that noise every night.

    She should wake Mox up, but there didn’t seem any harm in pushing the snooze button a little while longer. Until movement finally flickered through the streaked bay windows below them. Bini peered through the rifle’s scope to find the farmer putting the kettle on. It took all Bini’s grit not to pull the trigger.

    Bini nudged Mox and gently covered her mouth when the other woman would have scolded her. “He’s up.”

    Professionalism replaced annoyance. “Slide over.”

    Bini moved aside without protest. Mox was by far the better shot. And letting her look into the scope for a hard thirty seconds gave Bini a chance to consider the pale brown band of skin on Mox’s finger.

    “We good?” Mox asked.

    “We’re good.”

    “Aight. I’ll be on channel five.”

    Bini signaled an affirmative and began her descent.

    • • • •

    Every operative in the cabal had a rating handwritten in the top left corner of the first page in their file, opposite the shitty passport photo they took during orientation. The rating stood for their aptitude at interacting with SAPPhO, the subatomic particle phase order. Operatives just called it the void. The first part of the rating was a number between 0 and 100. The second part was a letter.

    The number indicated how well the operative could enter the void. The letter indicated how well they manipulated it. Mox’s SAPPhO was 45A. Bini’s was 99C. No one else had a number rating over an 84. Most people could only dip into the void for as long as they could hold their breath underwater. Bini’s record was a half hour. Normally the cabal didn’t let you into the field without at least a B cert, but it was hard to argue with that 99. Sometimes you needed a poorly aimed bazooka more than a sharpshooter.

    Weirdly enough, all of the cabal’s voidwalkers were women. Not everyone was a lesbian, but enough were that the acronym felt like one more example of the corporatization of Pride. They also weren’t all cis—confirmed when Mox was cleared for the spinal augmentation procedure—though Bini had been disappointed when she realized there were no nonbinary operatives. It made her doubt the part of herself that had always felt uneasy with womanhood. “I’m barely a girl,” she used to say, and feminine honorifics still made her skin crawl. But it was hard to argue with a gender-linked capacity to slide into the space between atoms the way blood slides into the gaps between floorboards.

    • • • •

    Some jobs were like killing deer with a chainsaw, or shucking corn with a mallet. This was one of them. Two of the farmer’s knuckles were on the floor and Bini already had blood coagulating in her eyelashes, but the dumb fuck still wasn’t saying shit. Maybe she was losing her touch.

    Harvey on the dials plus Mox in her ear and things felt like old times. Bini was listening yeah but really she was thinking about that night they fought at the mall food court. Before the first split, before they opened things up. Back when it was just them. When Mox had the nerve, in the middle of those cheese steaks, to tell Bini she “never really let her in.”

    By the time Bini skinned her knee on the fountain in the middle of the mall, she realized the whole thing between her and Mox was fucked. Mox needed someone to make her feel needed. But Bini had spent her whole life learning how to be enough. All by herself.

    Now it was fifteen years since they’d done a job together. Getting pulled in for this one felt like the best parts of being married, without all the noise.

    • • • •

    For the seven years they were together, Mox tried to fix their marriage with counseling, crystals, and a short stint as a very uneven polyamorous trio. That moment of clarity underneath the mall’s fluorescent lighting didn’t matter, because Bini kept it to herself. She never found a way to share it in a way that wouldn’t feel like a betrayal. Still, she learned a lot about herself during those years—about communication and trauma and being ace—and as soon as the cabal got big enough to have a second division, Mox pulled the plug and moved to Phoenix. It was the right thing to do, but when Bini told her that, the logic of it made Mox shut down.

    Eventually, they’d been apart almost twice as long as they’d been together. Mox’s new wife Freddie was a bassist in a goth cover band and nothing made Bini more green with envy than seeing the videos Mox took standing at the foot of the stage at Freddie’s shows.

    Once, late at night, Bini must have watched one of those videos more than a hundred times, entranced by the friction of fret and string alongside the snatch of Freddie’s background vocals, Mox singing along from behind the camera. The next day she had dozens of notifications. Bini’s fingers must have dragged across the keyboard, posting a string of kjnsddjjkjsdnkj beneath the video. Same girl, same, said the first comment, while a drool emoji marked the second and the third.

    And as Bini frantically tried to figure out how to delete her post, a little white box appeared on her screen. Mox had clicked the heart button beside her comment. Bini couldn’t bear to delete it, that shred of connection a wispy dandelion seed floating across the vast emptiness of the internet.

    • • • •

    “That almost worked,” Bini told Mox on the comm. “It was almost normal. I guess I shouldn’t have been afraid that—”

    “You wanna know what your fucking problem is?”

    Bini grunted. She wasn’t falling for that.

    “I’ll tell you what your fucking problem is.”

    Bini knew Mox was punctuating each word with a nail-bitten finger. Harvey coughed on the line but Mox didn’t acknowledge him. “There’s no such thing as normal. And if there was, I don’t want us to be almost normal. I want you to be a seething wound, because that’s what you are.”

    “I’m gonna get off this channel,” Harvey said. “Good work, Bini. Nice having you on the team again.”

    Mox and Bini breathed back and forth at each other until Mox caved first. “Well shit. Look what you went and did. Now Harvey is gonna be on my ass about bringing you back.”

    Bini sniffed. “I have boots more emotionally secure than that boy.”

    “You’re not wrong.” Mox laughed. “But that boy is in his late thirties now, old girl.”

    Bini almost didn’t mind being called a girl when the word was in Mox’s mouth. But she grimaced in disbelief. “No way. I remember his first job, when he pissed—”

    “That’s what I’m saying, Bini. That was seventeen years ago. Since then we’ve—oh.” Something crunched in Bini’s ear, like an egg breaking on the sidewalk. Mox’s voice dropped twenty decibels. “We’ve been made. Sniper, half in the void. Fourteenth floor, against the glare. I’ll hang a thread.”

    “Mox?”

    But she was gone.

    • • • •

    For Bini, the void had always been a hot butch at the bottom of a precipice looking up like she was gonna walk all over her. But there were no rewards for her id today. Hearing that silence, knowing that Mox was dead, dropped Bini right in. She skated through walls on fractal waves and didn’t even register the horizon shift when her feet rocked Bini perpendicular up the building opposite Mox’s blind.

    Even when the sniper was dealt with, the orbital surface of her skull crumpled in Bini’s hands like a used tissue, Bini stayed in the void. She found the thread Mox had hung on the bullet, and used it to zipline between the two skyscrapers, flinging herself towards this incipient grief, hate building in her like a fire. Bini hated that sniper, she hated whoever set up the farmer, she hated the idea of having to tell Freddie to her face what had happened. Bini hated seeing Harvey like this—he’d already made it back to the blind, salt making tracks down his cheeks.

    She’d hold him in a second. When she was ready.

    When you die in the void, you leave behind a thin, hollow echo. A sketch. The echo of a person wasn’t much. It’s a neon mirage with a vicious half-life. Mox’s was on the ground, still wide-eyed and annoyed at being offed, eyebrows raising and lowering like a gif.

    Bini laid down beside Mox’s staticky outline, even though she might as well have been holding psychic sandpaper. The prickly silence between them made things almost like it used to be. Just one more minute, she told herself.

    Just one more minute.

    ©2024 by dave ring.
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    Udo Gehler and the Virgin Bitch of the Resistance

    Andrea Kriz | 9308 words

    Udo Gehler saw his next opponent was the Virgin Bitch of the Resistance and didn’t even blink. He’d been curled up in his personal ARMOR lounge, holo-projecting the replay of his last match frame by frame, noting every instance he’d lost momentum or ceded terrain control—but as soon as Bliss Academy shifted directions, pinging every cadet on board their new target, he reached around to the back of his neck and switched on his synchro-gear. Immediately his cradle of cushions, along with all bodily sensations, disappeared into a void.

    “I fight for the Republic,” he said. “For Which We Stand.”

    He’d said the same pledge at roll call every morning when he’d lived in the dorms. At the beginning of classes too, when he’d still had to attend class. The glory of the Republic, he’d learned, would impose his will over this liminal realm too. The pure force of repetition did, at least. The void transformed into an ocean. He imagined the comforting embrace of his epigenesis core. Treading water. Holding his breath.

    He dove.

    Clanging rose up to meet him first. Udo opened his eyes—his ARMOR’s sensors, rather—to the sight of the hanger. First-year cadets crashed around the practice track along its rim, struggling to control the titanic strides of their ARMOR units. Even more so as Bliss Academy stumbled over a particularly hilly section of terrain. Udo swung in his cubicle. As the mesh over his unit’s deployment hatch clattered aside, he could see they were making good time across the bombed-out wastes that separated the Republic from the Free States. Here on the border, any stationary settlement, or even any roving city without anti-air defenses, would wind up reduced to the same.

    From here, he had a good view of the hexapod campus police units scurrying along the underside of the Academy too. One attached to the nearest loading dock with two arms, using the other four to secure a shipping container emblazoned with the stars of the Free States: winnings from the Academy Udo had just vanquished. Udo winced inwardly as the first person staggered out. Surrogates. He’d never understood why they couldn’t just be brought up on transports. There were too many, he supposed. Some in the skirts and work clothes of civilians, others in cadet uniforms, trailing bloody wires—freshly extracted from their ARMORs. As new citizens of the Republic, they’d give birth to future pilots, as well as epigenesis cores . . .

    
      Udo.
    

    Udo faltered—but he maintained control of his ARMOR as it dropped on its cable tether down to the sands of the wastes. A figure leaned over the surface of his consciousness, calling his name. Udo ignored it. At the speed Bliss Academy was moving, he’d have a few minutes of practice before needing to be drawn up again. He erupted a mane of spikes all the way down his exoskeleton. If he kept his opponent at a distance with his needle projectiles, she would fall like all the others. He leaped, spinning into a double tornado combo. Then a triple. Of course, if he could figure out how to bring out the true power of his epigenesis core, his Aias Field, no Free States ARMOR unit would be able to even touch him—

    
      Udo, please. Desynch.
    

    Udo flubbed his fifth tornado, sending the spikes pinging off one of the massive legs of Bliss Academy. Someone was shaking his real body now. He gritted his teeth and let himself desynch, kicking up to the ocean surface of the void. His unit slumped. Udo lifted his arm—aching for, instead of his frail fingers, his ARMOR’s claws—and switched off his synchro-gear.

    “Udo. How many times have you dived today?”

    Captain Laurent leaned over him. He was Udo’s superior officer—and the scars branching across his scalp, from the remains of a synchro-gear, marked him as a former ARMOR pilot as well. Why ask, Udo wondered? He already knew.

    “I need to practice.”

    “Then eat something. You need to eat something.”

    Udo stared wearily at the plate Laurent offered him. A tomato, its slices dripping with juices all the hydroponics tech of the Republic hadn’t even come close to replicating. A luxurious cut of his winnings usually only reserved for the general staff in their bunker deep below. The thought of someone in the Free States crawling in the dirt to grow this, only to have it plucked away by an ARMOR match loss made Udo’s stomach turn.

    “After I finish my drill,” Udo mumbled.

    “Tell me what you want and I’ll get it for you.”

    “I’ll eat whatever. There are shortages, right?”

    “Not for you.”

    Udo took a deep breath and switched on his synchro-gear again. He felt a nosebleed starting up. Two synchs back-to-back was a lot even for him. But he had to suck it up. He’d messed up his last combo chain, so he had to get at least twenty needle tornadoes in a row, then deploy down to the wastes with his sparring partner to run through a realistic battle scenario before ending his practice session for the night.

    “Udo—you saw who your next opponent is, right?” Laurent’s voice floated in his ear.

    “Yes.”

    Udo dove, not seeing Laurent shimmering above, refusing to hear his voice. After four years as the top-ranked cadet of Bliss Academy, Udo could understand Laurent’s concerns about his physical well-being. But he could not comprehend more than that. He could not.

    • • • •

    Your Aias Field will arise when you least expect it, Laurent had always told Udo. Connections to epigenesis cores couldn’t be forced. So it helped to talk to it. Like you’d talk to a child, Laurent always said. She’s not fully conscious as core, but she can understand emotions. So Udo admitted to his core that everyone was watching to see if he could continue his unbroken win streak. That Bliss Academy’s general staff had put up more resources than ever on this victory, shipping containers of fuel and synth-meat, and even first-year cadets prepared to be traded in the unlikely event of his loss. And then, as the sun dipped over his third sparring match down on the wastes, Udo felt it. A certain weight. A gaze on the back of his neck. His heart pounded, his fists slicked with sweat, before he synched completely and totally with his ARMOR again. His sparring partner’s unit staggered to its feet. Udo skewered it with needles in his most fluid tornado combo of the night. Four rotations. Hitting joints between the exoskeleton plates. The neck. Back of the knees. His opponent collapsed. Did you see that? Udo thought in a rush of adrenaline. Are you proud of me?

    Only a husky laugh responded.

    When he desynched, his ARMOR lounge was empty. As usual.

    Udo needed to sleep. Dried blood caked his lip. If he’d really pushed himself to the point of hallucination, he could suffer a blackout or worse. He needed to tell Laurent. Run a diagnostic for his synchro-gear. Instead, he slipped outside to his private elevator. Down, to the marble corridors carved with the names of the fallen, down behind the kitchens, down in the clattering filth of a cargo lift to where he knew his fellow cadets would be. He billowed out onto a dock jutting into open air. The wastes rumbled past, only the sight of Udo’s ARMOR unit slowly being drawn back up to its hanger by its cable indicating its vast distance below. This dock was the closest cadets could physically get to the ARMOR hanger—and therefore the most realistic simulation of conditions as they’d be on match day.

    “What’re you doing here, Top Rank?” a sneer greeted him.

    At the sight of Udo’s gold-trimmed uniform, the first-years leaped to their feet. The older cadets remained synched. Engrossed in practice. Ready, the second he lost a match, to dethrone him. They’d take his ARMOR unit’s custom exoskeleton, his lounge, his position as the spearhead of Bliss’s formation without a second thought. How could he have even considered coming down here? But he couldn’t leave. A certain weight crouched atop his synchro-gear, on the back of his neck.

    “What do you know about the Virgin Bitch of the Resistance?” Udo asked them.

    Four years of stony silence crashed against him. The unbeatable Udo Gehler had ascended the rankings fresh out of high school, within months of entering Bliss Academy. From the cushioned comfort of his personal ARMOR lounge, he’d never endured any privations. Never become close enough to any of them to suffer the disappearance of fallen friends.

    “She’s a reaper,” a quiet voice finally answered. “Everyone she engages in direct combat with goes on their last dive. During the match or right after . . .”

    She trailed off as the other cadets abruptly moved away from her. As if she might be contagious. She nursed a cup of what shone like diluted ARMOR lymph.

    “Quiet,” her friend hissed, elbowing her. “Finish that. All your troubles ‘down there’ will be done for.”

    “Why are you drinking that?” Udo demanded. “What ‘troubles’?”

    The silence grew. The first-years stared at him, eyes wide. Udo didn’t know what the big deal was. If this cadet hadn’t wanted to become a surrogate, she simply shouldn’t have become pregnant. It was basic biology. They’d all been taught that in their classes. If she did, that meant that deep down she wanted to sacrifice herself for the Republic: her body in the birth of a cadet who’d take her place in the fight against the horde of the Free States, her soul to live on and protect as an epigenesis core . . .

    “Who do you think she is?” she countered. “The Virgin Bitch of the Resistance.”

    “An enemy of the Republic,” Udo said without hesitation. “A terrorist created by The Free States to destroy our generation of ARMOR pilots and cripple our proud military . . .”

    “Why do you keep talking like that?” another cadet snickered.

    “Like what?”

    “Our proud military,” he mimicked. All of them were laughing now.

    “It’s all in the name, isn’t it?” the lymph-drinking cadet said. She set down her cup and drew dangerously close. “She’s making herself out to be some kind of
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