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    Editorial: February 2024

    John Joseph Adams | 230 words

    Welcome to issue 165 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    Our first SF short this month is “Scarlett” by Everdeen Mason—the story of love, art, and artificial intelligence. Phoebe Barton explores the limits of duty in the face of gravity in her story “But From Thine Eyes My Knowledge I Derive.” Our flash work includes Stewart C Baker’s metafictional anime series analysis: “Companion Animals in Mahō Shōjo Kira Kira Sunlight” and Christopher Rowe’s “The Pearl Captain.”

    PH Lee writes about the study of death in their story “A Sojourn in the Fifth City.” In her new story, “What Becomes of Curious Minds,” Wen-yi Lee creates a new short with one foot in the magically weird world of Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland and one foot in a honeyed realm that is equally as unique and dangerous. Our flash includes Mari Ness’s fictional dossier “Further Examination and Capture of Candle Skulls Associated with the Baba Yaga” and KT Bryski’s story “An Elegy for the Former Things.”

    Of course, our spotlight interviewer has sat down with our writers to get more details on their work and process, and our book review team has come through with their latest book recommendations. Our ebook readers will also enjoy a book excerpt from Redsight by Meredith Mooring.

    It’s another terrific issue, and we’re delighted to share it with you.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

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

    Stewart C Baker | 1482 words

    
      Overview
    

    Mahō Shōjo Kira Kira Sunlight is an American web series created by an unknown animator or animators. The show combines magical girl anime tropes with cosmic horror, following high schooler Sally Hoshino (Kira Kira Sunlight) and her friends as they are drawn into a secret interdimensional war between two groups known as the Catalpa and the Empire of Limitless Night. Claims that the show is autobiographical are considered spurious, although some fans point to unsolved disappearances in early 2000s Long Beach—the time and place the show is set.

    The first four seasons appeared as a series of Flash animations on Newgrounds from 2003-2006. Despite the lack of a regular upload schedule and the sometimes sketchy quality of the animation, the show gained a dedicated following for its diverse cast, mix of comedy and horror, and the in-universe style used to describe each episode by their uploader, Sparkle_Sal. A short fifth season, uploaded to YouTube in 2018, is considered by some to be an unauthorized sequel.

    The show’s recurring themes include the power of hope in the face of darkness, found families, and the idea that we live in an inescapably hostile universe that is beyond our understanding. The show’s use of companion animals is an especially complex meld of its horror and anime roots.

    
      Season One: Lucky
    

    Lucky, a talking Persian kitten, is a mainstay of fanfiction and fanart despite her death early in the show. She first appears in the pilot episode, “Lucky.” After Sally witnesses her best friend and long-time crush Annika vanish during a school basketball game, she searches the building in a state of increasing desperation, finally running into the streets during a torrential downpour before returning to the gymnasium as the sun sets. There she finds Lucky, who—after a series of talking cat jokes and uncomfortable pratfalls—helps her warm up and gives her the athame that transforms her into Kira Kira Sunlight.

    Although Lucky’s role as mentor and granter of transformative powers is typical of animal companions in magical girl anime, in many ways the character provides a stark contrast to those tropes. Lucky is difficult, obnoxious, and sarcastic, and sometimes obstructs Sally’s missions against the Limitless Night rather than helping her. She is also violent—one of the show’s running gags is Lucky’s tendency to bite Sally at climactic moments.

    Although the show initially plays Sally and Lucky’s antagonistic relationship for laughs, the bond between the two deepens after the first season’s midpoint episode, “Origins.” In this episode, Lucky explains the cosmic stakes of the fight between the Limitless Night and the Catalpa and reveals that Sally’s athame and her powers are gifts from the Catalpa.

    Lucky dies in the first season’s final episode while saving Sally’s life during her infiltration of a Limitless Night stronghold. Many fans still mourn Lucky’s death, which becomes especially poignant after the revelations of season four. Fans who believe the show is based on real events frequently maintain small shrines to her.

    
      Seasons Two through Three: Pythagoras, Marigold, and Others
    

    The second season opens with Sally standing on the high school roof, contemplating suicide. She is stopped by a classmate, Leokham, who has also been deputized by the Catalpa to fight the Limitless Night. Leokham becomes Sally’s new love interest as the series progresses, and has as her companion animal a friendly, talkative cockatiel called Pythagoras.

    Pythagoras’s main role is to insist that Sally take on another companion animal. Sally, still traumatized by Lucky’s loss, refuses. However, in the second season’s midpoint episode she finally relents, taking on a Dutch Lop named Marigold. Marigold proves essential as Sally and Leokham investigate a string of disappearances similar to Annika’s, and Sally’s realization that the best way to heal is to accept the help of those around her and acknowledge that nothing will bring Lucky back provides one of the show’s most memorable scenes.

    It is this change of heart, representative of Sally’s resolve to fight evil wherever she can, which sees the introduction of Kira Kira Sunlight’s iconic “white witch” costume. Following her new transformation, Sally forms a coven with Leokham (“red witch”); Melody Barnes (“purple witch”), a trans woman and artist with a grass snake named Shimmer; Jeff Gonzales (“blue warlock”), a transfer student who slowly opens up to the group and whose companion is a laconic sugar glider named BB; and Tyrone Williams (“starfire warlock”), Jeff’s boyfriend and a cross-country runner with a bookish fox called Yaoyorozu.

    
      Season Four: Lucky
    

    In “Sunlight,” the final episode of the show’s original four seasons, Sally and her coven return to the Limitless Night stronghold where Lucky died. Together, the group breaks through the stronghold’s defenses and defeats the Limitless Night forces, although BB dies during the battle and the other animals and humans are badly injured.

    At the end of the episode, Sally—driven by her fury at BB’s death—brutally interrogates a Limitless Night soldier. The soldier tells her that the Limitless Night are escaped former slaves of the Catalpa, who simply want to live their life in peace, while the Catalpa are malicious, sadistic beings bent on conquest and death. Sally dismisses the idea, but as she is about to kill the soldier her athame flares with magic, plunging her (and the show’s viewers) into a flashback seen from Annika’s point of view.

    As Annika walks towards a water fountain, a rift opens up in the floor and sucks her in. However, it is not the Limitless Night on the other side, but the Catalpa—shown on-screen for the first time as half-human, half-goat creatures. They force Annika into a massive machine, which extracts her magical essence in order to power Sally’s athame before killing her human form. They then bind her spirit to Lucky and send her back to the gymnasium, where she is magically compelled to do their bidding.

    Sally teeters at the edge of a permanent breakdown as her guilt over the cat’s death compounds itself with the truth of Annika’s disappearance. But with Leokham, Melody, Jeff, and Tyrone at her back, she overcomes her grief and transforms into Kira Kira Sunlight, her white witch costume now changed to a flame-lined yellow-and-white robe. The season ends with Sunlight and the coven resolving to side with the Limitless Night in the war against the Catalpa.

    
      Season Five: Sparkle
    

    Season five, uploaded to YouTube in 2018 by a user named RedWitch1989, is infamous for its nihilistic tone—dark even by the standards of the show’s fourth season—its significant time jump, and its abrupt ending after only two episodes. Despite keeping the “Mahō Shōjo Kira Kira Sunlight” title, the season centers on Leokham, now an adult living alone with an elderly tortoiseshell cat called Sparkle.

    In the first episode, Leokham reconnects with Melody, Jeff, and Tyrone at a beachside cafe. None are accompanied by their animals. When Melody reveals that her nephew has vanished, Tyrone suggests they resume their fight against the Catalpa. Although Melody and Jeff agree, Leokham excuses herself in a bleak mood.

    The second—final—episode, titled “Sally,” lacks an opening sequence. Instead, it shows Leokham’s arrival at her apartment as a montage of illustrations, absent sound and motion: a door half-open; glass shards scattered across the kitchen floor; Leokham’s forearms, scratched and bloody, as she goes down on all fours to pick something up that is obscured from view. The final pictures appear so briefly the show must be paused to see them. First, a broken, battered Sparkle, cradled in Leokham’s arms. Second, the athame that Lucky gave to Sally in season one, embedded in the back of Leokham’s front door.

    The rest of the episode is almost entirely a flashback, revealing that the Catalpa kidnapped Sally shortly after the end of season four and returned her to Leokham as an ordinary tortoiseshell cat. It shows the slow dissolution of the coven as first Shimmer, then Yaoyorozu, are killed by the Catalpa. It shows Leokham, sick with grief and crying into Sparkle’s fur, ignoring her friends as they try to contact her and then at last giving up and agreeing to meet. It shows the relentless advance of the years as Leokham tries, with little success, to put her past behind her.

    As the flashback ends, Leokham wrests the athame free of the door and transforms—not into her red witch costume, but into the yellow-white robes of Kira Kira Sunlight. She wipes the tears from her eyes with one bloodied wrist and looks directly at the camera, a fury in her eyes that we realize now has been there all along. The screen abruptly goes black, bringing the episode—and the series—to an end.

    Despite hundreds of thousands of views on the video and thousands of comments, no further episodes of Mahō Shōjo Kira Kira Sunlight have ever been posted.

    ©2024 by Stewart C Baker.
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    Scarlett

    Everdeen Mason | 5882 words

    Scarlett’s eyes had to be perfect.

    Jon was the artist who’d made her, so it bothered him to think that so much of Scarlett would be crafted by other people. Scarlett’s limbs were carved from silicon polymer and coated in a soft synthetic skin from the best prosthetics companies in the world, a gift from Jon’s long-time sponsor, Marzan Incorporated. He consulted with plastic surgeons to find the softest gel cushion to create her figure, and anatomists to pick a head shape they could replicate in titanium to house the intricate hardware that would make up Scarlett’s interface.

    But the eyes were the most important part of Scarlett. The form of the eye was a collaboration between the leading prosthetic eye manufacturers and a glass artisan who made eyes for dolls. They were made of a hardy cryolite glass, but the camera lens behind the iris was so incredibly fragile. Once connected, it would allow thermal imaging so Scarlett could better read the temperature and blood flow in faces. Jon planned to construct the camera lens after he oven cured the acrylic paint on the iris.

    Jon dipped his paintbrush in the custom-mixed blue he’d created: Pale with a swirl of violet and a sprinkle of gold sparkle he hoped would show when the infrared lens of the camera hit it right from the inside. There was a chance Scarlett would see everything with a slight blue hue—multiple technicians had cautioned him against coloring the eye—but he thought the risk was worth it. Scarlett wasn’t a science project. She was art. Jon believed that art required the form and aesthetic to at least be as important as the function. And this was the part of her new physical exterior he had made himself.

    Jon finished one eye and turned to Scarlett’s interface. He had small cameras mounted in various places throughout the apartment—funded by Marzan and located on the edge of the company’s Silicon Valley campus—so he could talk to her. He held the eye, careful not to smudge the paint, up to the camera lens on the screen.

    “What do you think?” he asked.

    “You seem very pleased,” Scarlett said in her trademark husk. Three years ago, he had finally programmed her to speak. Jon used the same voice a friend had created for his famed Automated Sex Operator module performance art instillation about loneliness. It was throaty and silky and made Scarlett’s occasionally vague expressions seem more considered.

    “But these are for you,” Jon said. He placed the eye in the holder on his desk. “You’ve shown a preference for purples and blues in the past so I thought you’d like it.”

    “I do like it, but you’re the artist. I trust your judgment, Jonathan.”

    He chuckled. Only Scarlett and serious girlfriends ever called him Jonathan.

    Scarlett had become better at using the facts she knew about the people and surroundings she interacted with. Most AI artists partnered with a university or personal assistant companies, but Jon wanted to work with the most powerful company in the world. The main AI software Marzan made was facial recognition software. Marzan initially faced questions of privacy concerns, government overuse, and programmer bias as it rolled out the software to private security firms and police departments all over the country. But Jon’s work converting the software into something that could understand human emotions by studying patterns in facial expressions and other physiological changes had softened people’s stances. Scarlett had become charming and kind and intuitive, because her programming collected information about a person and responded accordingly. Basically, she was a superhuman listener. Scarlett was better than any of the personal assistant AIs. If an AI could know if you were happy, sad, or uncomfortable, it could help you in more nuanced and personal ways.

    But Scarlett was the only AI of her kind, and she was this good because Jon spent years teaching her. He’d started by feeding her video of theater performances, the kind where the actors and actresses stretched their faces in elastic exaggerations of grief or delight so the viewer could see them from 100 yards away. Scarlett had viewed millions of hours of television, and then video interviews with tens of thousands of people. And more importantly, she had daily one-on-one interaction with a singular person she had come to know. Jon even talked to her on an interface in the bathroom, singing her songs and telling her about his dreams and nightmares as he lathered soap into his thick dark hair.

    He felt the only way Scarlett could become better was to experience more for herself. She delighted people when he brought her to different events and showcases where people could interface with her themselves. She’d even been a fixture at a local therapy practice that allowed Scarlett to sit in on sessions with patients who’d agreed to it. But she couldn’t walk around or change her view on her own. She couldn’t touch anyone. Scarlett needed a body. The magnesium alloy bodies used for toy robots and personal aids would be sturdier, but Jon wanted Scarlett to look even better than human, with an ethereal quality. He’d won an additional Guggenheim fellowship—the first AI artist to do so—to fund this project since it was outside his artist-in-residence contract with Marzan.

    “Jonathan, you need to start getting ready,” Scarlett said. Jon grunted and his voice caught the way it does when a person hasn’t spoken in a while, phlegm and saliva settling in the back of the throat. As if anticipating his question, Scarlett told him he had been hunched over his work desk in the studio for four hours. He’d finished both eyes and moved to paint each of Scarlett’s finger and toenails a soft pink.

    “I’ve ordered your usual: The tofu rice bowl with the sweet glaze sauce you like. You’ll need some carbohydrates if you don’t want to get too drunk.”

    Jon sort of regretted agreeing to drinks, but they were his best friends and an unusually successful crew given their professions, so it was rare for everyone to be in San Francisco. Kenneth was his only friend who lived in the Bay, and they sometimes went months without seeing each other.

    “Can I go with you today?” Scarlett asked. He could see the laser retina scanning his face. She sensed his hesitation; he wanted to give his full attention to his friends, not train his art instillation. As much as he enjoyed Scarlett, she was still a kind of work.

    “You don’t have to train me,” Scarlett said. “I can learn from watching. I’m installed on your phone.”

    “All right, I don’t see the harm,” Jon said. “Maybe you’ll learn something from watching us at the bar.”

    “Yes, alcohol can lower people’s inhibitions. But I have learned that it can both heighten emotions and nullify them. Why is that?”

    “I wish I knew,” Jon said. “It’s probably about the emotional state you’re in before you get drunk.”

    “You are content today, so you will stay content?”

    “Yeah, that’s the hope.”

    Jon stretched as he stood from his work station overlooking Marzan’s campus, and rolled his shoulders back.

    “Bathroom,” he said, so Scarlett would know where to meet him. He liked to talk to her as he got ready for the day.

    By the time Jon arrived home, woman in tow, it was two a.m. and he’d forgotten that he’d enabled Scarlett because she was quiet as promised. He was distracted by the woman in his arms, Kelly, or Kelsey, or Kiley, and her hair was silky under his palm as he ran his hand from the nape of her neck down her spine. They stumbled into the bedroom and they laughed when his phone fell from his breast pocket with a thud. He picked it up from the pile of pants on the floor and placed it face up on the nightstand. It wasn’t until he was on top of her, inside her, thrashing on the sheets that he saw the telltale red light glowing from his camera, and he remembered the other interface in the room, and he knew that Scarlett was still observing. The rational part of his brain punctured through the fog of sex and alcohol and told him it was unethical for his sex partner to be observed without consent, but then the woman muttered his name and slid her nails down his back and he forgot again, burying his face in an imperfect but heavenly feeling flesh and blood woman.

    • • • •

    Jon made a cup of coffee, took a deep breath, and summoned Scarlett on the kitchen interface.

    “Good morning, Jonathan. You’re up late.”

    “It was a late night,” he said. “We
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