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    Editorial: May 2026

    John Joseph Adams | 187 words

    Welcome to issue 192 of Lightspeed Magazine!

    If you love SF about time travel and alternate realities, this month is going to delight you. Our first SF short is “The Star Where We Meet” by Sam W. Pisciotta, a tale of family, space travel, and the shifting nature of reality. Then we’ve got “The Test of Time,” a new SF novelette from Kristine Kathryn Rusch containing all the SFnal crunchiness of time travel paradoxes inside a delicious academia setting. It’s like the Reese’s peanut butter cup of SF novelettes! We also have a couple of unsettling flash stories: “The Knacker Man” from Scott Dalrymple and “The Stars Look Away From This Vessel” by dave ring.

    Our fantasy works include “Sarah’s Laugh” by Melissa A Watkins, a powerful and timely story of resistance. Ada Hoffman serves up the grimly insightful “Ten Unsent Letters to the Dark Lord.” We also have flash pieces from Yoon Ha Lee (“The Aerialist”), and Christopher Barzak (“The Last Season of Your Life”).

    Our nonfiction includes author spotlight chats with our writers and book reviews from our 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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    The Knacker Man

    Scott Dalrymple | 1258 words

    A year of living in the ground had not accustomed Moyer to the smell. He wondered how the French, who’d been at this business so much longer, could stand it. But if the officers who had trained his unit in the intricacies of trench life were any indication, they were so weary and battered as to scarcely notice the world around them any longer. They walked slowly, like mechanical men, and when they turned their heads it was slowly too, as if the rusted gears and cogs inside required time to work.

    At least the earth they smelled was their own, and not that of some strange land far away; that must help. He couldn’t recall how dirt smelled back home, how it might differ from the cold mud in this narrow channel. If he ever made it back he would find out. He’d take great handfuls of the stuff and bury his face in it, breathing it in hungrily, concentrating so as never to forget.

    “Promise what?” asked Palkowski.

    “I didn’t say anything.”

    Palkowski shrugged and resumed his scan of the German line. It was twilight, a dangerous time when both sides emerged to resupply and to collect their dead. Eager to escape the day’s monotony, inexperienced men would go too soon, before the full cover of night, making tempting targets for Hun snipers whose muzzle flashes pulsed like fireflies on a string. Those who died at dusk were not infantrymen, who knew better, but cooks.

    When true darkness fell, Moyer inevitably found his eyes drawn to the west, to a line of trees a few hundred yards away, an uncontested wood of no strategic importance. Set slightly lower than the trenches on either side, it made a poor location for snipers. He’d been there many times and knew it held nothing but burnt desolation.

    Tonight, though, that wood seemed darker than it ought, darker than either the sky above or the ground below, as if nothing could survive there, even light.

    That he was a calm soldier came as a surprise to Moyer. As a clerk in the feed store, the occasion for valor had never presented itself; but if it had, no one would have expected much from him. He was a slight thing, only a passable shot, and useless in hand-to-hand combat.

    What they didn’t tell you, though, was that war was now waged with nerves, not muscles. Death came not from a man three feet in front of you, but from an anonymous shower of shrapnel and smoke in the night. From the random zip of a bullet to the skull as you went to take a piss. From insidious gas that appeared without warning, silently seeping along the ground like the billowing cloak of Death himself.

    Moyer told no one about his dread of that gloomy wood, his belief that something lurked there.

    • • • •

    He was a boy when the knacker man first came to the farm, his rickety cart pulled by an immense black mare Uncle George thought twenty hands high if she was a hand. But then Uncle George had been kicked by a mule years before, and went bent over, so everything looked taller to him and he couldn’t be trusted.

    The knacker man came when you had a carcass too large to bury and no good for eating. What he did with it, Moyer wasn’t sure. It might be rendered into tallow for candles, he figured, or bonemeal—more than that was a mystery.

    For a long time he thought the knacker man couldn’t speak. He could clearly hear, for after he and Uncle George disappeared into the barn for a time, the knacker man always emerged knowing what to do. But he never said anything.

    Lonely and bored, Moyer tried to engage him in conversation, peppering him with questions.

    “Where do you come from?” he asked, as the knacker man methodically arranged his block and tackle. “How old are you?”

    The gaunt man continued his grisly work, showing neither pleasure nor annoyance.

    The boy tried to wear him down, firing question after question. What was his name? How did he get that scar on his cheek? Did he have a wife? Children? A dog? What was it like to have no hair? Why didn’t he wear a hat?

    He’d given up on the possibility of a response when one soft comment caught the knacker man’s attention: “I’m only here because my parents died. Uncle George hates me.”

    At this, the knacker man paused his work, studying the boy’s face for a long time.

    When he finally spoke, it was not with the terse farmer’s twang Moyer had come to expect of men, or with the deep, rich voice he’d imagined the knacker man might have, but rather a strained whisper: “I like you.”

    • • • •

    Amid the soft and soothing thunder of distant artillery, Moyer approached the dark wood. Periodic flashes, like heat lightning, revealed the outlines of the trees, now dead and shattered through no fault of their own.

    He couldn’t say what compelled him toward the void, or exactly how he got there, or why, once inside, he was unsurprised to find the knacker man there.

    “Ah,” whispered the gaunt man, leaning on his ancient cart. “You’ve come.”

    Moyer jumped into the wagon and sat with his legs dangling. “I wasn’t under the impression I had much choice.”

    “Maybe,” said the knacker man. “Hard to say sometimes.”

    The great mare whinnied.

    “Can you do me a favor?” Moyer asked.

    “Maybe,” said the knacker man.

    “Can you tell me what to expect? What’s next?”

    The knacker man shook his head.

    “Why? You’re not allowed?”

    “No,” said the knacker man. “I can say whatever I like.”

    “Then why?”

    “I don’t want to hurt your feelings,” said the knacker man.

    “Why would it hurt my feelings?”

    The knacker man paused, then said, “Do you know how your rifle works? I mean the physical principles that allow it to hurl lead across that meadow?”

    “Unless it’s a trick question.”

    “It’s not.”

    “Then yes, I think so.”

    “If we found the smartest cat in the world, the smartest who ever lived on this planet, could you explain the workings of a rifle to it?”

    Moyer thought about that. “Certainly.”

    The knacker man hesitated, then smiled. “I like that. I like that a lot. Of course, what I mean is, would the cat understand you?”

    “Right,” said Moyer, “I’m the cat. I can’t possibly understand because you’re a demigod or something.”

    The knacker man shrugged. “I don’t know what a demigod is.”

    “Why bother even talking to me then?”

    The knacker man smiled. “I like cats.”

    “Well, you’ve done what you promised. My feelings are hurt.”

    “I’m sorry,” said the knacker man.

    “Why don’t you just give me the feline version.”

    The knacker man began to speak, stopped himself, and began again. “I’ll say this. Not far from here, a man has just discovered that matter and energy are first cousins. It’s a stunning insight, as if a cat suddenly learned to write poetry.”

    “I don’t know what that means,” admitted Moyer.

    “Neither does he, yet. But the answers you crave are in the very smallest things.”

    “Does that mean we aren’t cats anymore?” suggested Moyer.

    The knacker man considered this. “Perhaps dancing bears.”

    A barrage of shells fell on the wood then, an impossible wave that seemed to come from all sides at once, ripping fresh craters in the ashen ground, which smelled, somehow, of home.

    ©2026 by Scott Dalrymple.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Scott Dalrymple attended his first writing workshop, with Frederick Pohl and Nancy Kress, in 1983. He made his fiction debut much later in back-to-back issues of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, where he was pulled from slush by a young John Joseph Adams. His novelette “Queen of the Kanguellas” appeared in the last printed issue of Realms of Fantasy and won its final Readers Choice Award for Best Story. He is now Executive-in-Residence at Hartwick College in Upstate New York.
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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.

  
    The Star Where We Meet

    Sam W. Pisciotta | 3435 words

    The most surprising thing about my journey (well, the first most surprising thing) is that the dream I experienced while traveling lasted a thousand years, a single dream stretching all the way to the Iota star in the Gemini constellation.

    I dreamt of Bindi, my childhood dog, a heeler and pointer mix who used to follow me everywhere; now it seems, she’s even followed me to this distant star. In this dream, she and I stood in a meadow made lush by a full spectrum of greens and dappled with wildflower pinks and yellows. The field smelled of lilac, which was my mother’s favorite flower. She would cut them from the bush in the backyard and leave the flowers in vases around the house. A psychologist might say that my subconscious pulled these memories into my dream as a way of comforting me, a way of protecting me as my consciousness sailed one hundred and twenty-five light-years through the galaxy on a quantum chip, and this all sounds very reasonable and logical, except that I never had a dog named Bindi, and my mother died when I was still a baby. The thing is, I remember Bindi and I remember my mom, even as I remember never having either of them in my life.

    At the end of the thousand-year dream (that is to say, when I arrive here at the junction of Castor and Pollux) I wake to starlight, which likewise seems like a dream, although I know that it isn’t. I’m consciously aware of myself, the collection of photons within the quantum matrix that holds my quirks and foibles, my loves and concerns, and I feel myself becoming, and it’s like waking to flashes of sunlight in my eyes, a hyper-focused moment in which I unspool from one spindle while simultaneously respooling onto another, and as I thread into Central Station (a name that only humans call this place, because we don’t know what else to call it) my world shifts like shadows on a wall.

    At first, I only have the sense of being confined in a place where I’ve never been. Gradually, I become aware of the chair beneath me, contoured to fit a body that I gave up a thousand years ago. There’s a table in front of me, and I’m not alone. I’ve come here to meet you, to make first contact. Although once I see you sitting across from me, I realize we already know each other.

    “Hello, Dad,” you say.

    “William?” I reach out to shake your hand, and you take my hand into both of yours. Your grip is warm and firm, and it occurs to me that I’m very proud of you, proud of the man you’ve become. You’re not much younger than me, maybe even the same age, and you have your mother’s green eyes that promise gentleness and understanding.

    It feels so good to see you again, even though I know that I’ve never had a child, let alone a son named William—but here you are. William! The boy who spent every Friday night watching classic monster movies; the boy who rode his three-speed bike in circles around the cul-de-sac, and I remember how you attended Princeton University for three semesters before dropping out to hike the Appalachian Trail.

    “No.” You shake your head as if you’ve only then realized something important. “My father is dead.”

    Yes. Pancreatic cancer. I remember that too, remember lying in bed and gazing at a photograph of you and holding Emily’s hand while she cried, but also it feels like only yesterday that we were together, on the other side of an impossibly long dream, and now it’s morning and I’ve woken and here you are again. We sit across from each other at a kitchen table that once sat in our home before it orbited this distant star, and I wonder which one of us brought it here, this symbol of familiarity and comfort.

    “We’ve prepared for this moment,” you say. “I’ve prepared. There’s no need to do this.”

    “Do what?” I say, still confused by the sight of you.

    “Impersonate my father.”

    “I’m not impersonating anyone,” I say, and the injustice of the accusation moves me to the edge of my chair; I know who I am. “I can ask you the same question,” I snip back, and perhaps I’m still dreaming or I’ve lost touch with who I truly am, even though neither of those things feels true. We look at each other with mistrust, not knowing what to believe about the other. A silence unfolds between us, and then it’s broken.

    The room fills with a sound, familiar but so distant in time and space it sounds foreign at first. A chirp. A chirp and a twill. A string of birdsong fills the room and knits into a delicate fabric of notes.

    I cock my head to listen.

    “I hear it, too,” you say.

    From the corner of my eye, I see a figure standing across the room. I startle and glance over to find a woman, dark-skinned with a welcoming smile and bright eyes, a manifestation of joy pressed too far forward, like a fossilized expression lifting from stone.

    “Do you—” you stammer, “I mean, is that—?”

    “Yes,” I say, “I see her.”

    “Welcome.” The woman says, “I’ve been expecting you.” Without stepping towards us, her hands fold over her heart, and we receive a data packet that we are to read her gesture as one of warmth.

    “We are all so very proud of you,” she says, “proud of this achievement. Of course, this meeting will be preserved for posterity—an archeological artifact to remind us of your mission and its importance.”

    We are meant to read her statement with pride and gratitude.

    “Who are you?” I ask.

    “I’m the one who’s waited to greet you and record your meeting.”

    “But where do you come from?” I ask.

    “I come from here. I am this place.”

    “You’re Central Station?”

    The room is still, and we are all very still now, and I’m not sure what question I should ask, not sure what to expect as the moment unfolds, but before I can speak again, Station breaks the silence.

    “Please, continue with your meeting and know that the other is not deceiving you.” She dissolves before her final words are spoken.

    You look as puzzled as I feel. Even in this quantum state, there’s an urge toward anxiety. I lie my hands flat on the table, reaching for the illusion of certainty.

    “Let’s start with what we know,” I say.

    You nod, tension tight around your eyes, the same look you had when your mother and I told you that my cancer had metastasized. You’d driven up from the coast that day, excited and eager to tell us the news of your imminent departure. I knew what you were going to tell us by the lightness in your step as you bounded up the walkway, your whole body taut with joy. Your eyes held a gleam that told me you had received the news you’d been hoping to hear, that you had been chosen to travel across the galaxy and represent humanity in first contact. It was selfish of me to share my news first, to tell you of my own imminent departure, that the cancer had spread and I only had months of life left—but I needed to be the one who said goodbye first; I needed my hand to be the first one to let go, and it worked: you reached out and held on tighter, tighter than you had since you were a small child, when I still stood at the center of your universe.

    In that life, you left for the star and not me, and it’s so strange to have these memories of an entire lifetime that I lived so differently than the life I knew when I left for this star, that life where you never existed.

    “Here’s what we know,” I say. “You sent a signal, and we followed it.”

    “No. You sent the signal. We picked it up on a low-band frequency in the Gemini Constellation.”

    It is true that in both remembered lives, with and without a son, my world received an extraterrestrial communication. “So . . . who sent the signal?” I ask, looking toward the space where the station’s manifestation had stood, but even as I put forward the question, I know the answer. It’s a third memory stream, and I dip into it as easily as the other two lives I remember.

    We speak the name at the same time: CanCorp.

    Long before your birth or mine, the CanCorp Deep Space Network sent a message array scattered across the sky—a graphic representation of a human DNA strand. Then, just over a century later, Earth received a reply from Iota in the Gemini constellation—a string of three irrational numbers: pi, the golden ratio, and Feigenbaum’s constant; each number repeated to the 125th decimal position, the number of light-years between Earth and Iota.

    In the other two memory streams (the life where you don’t exist and the life where I die of cancer), we received the DNA image and sent the three irrational numbers. In my third memory stream, that’s all reversed. Now I see that we not only replied to the message, but we also sent it.

    I’m trying to wrap my head around this when I glance up and catch you staring back at me with wonder. You stammer something about a different life, and I realize that you also remember more than one life together, and then your expression turns to disgust or anger or sadness or some other emotion I can’t quite decipher, but I know exactly why your look holds such contempt for me, because I was there, too; I lived that other life with you.

    “I remember that other life,” you admit. “In that world, CanCorp sent the message and received a reply. In that world, you were the person selected to make first contact, not me. You gave up Mom and you gave up me; you chose to make the trip, chose the signal over us.” You look away, and the silence grows bloated and awkward between us.

    It’s that third memory stream I now hold, and I can still see the boy in you. I remember you on a particular August afternoon; the sun fell toward the horizon, and the heat lay heavy in the valley. You were two years old, and we had spent the day at the county fair. Your mother suggested we move into the shade of elms near the edge of an amphitheater where a band played folk songs on acoustic instruments—a guitar, a banjo, a fiddle. We spread our blanket across the grass and sat beneath the shifting shadows to take off our shoes, to sip soda from bottles, to let the music push aside the silence that had grown too thick between us.

    You sat restless at the edge of the blanket, and your fingers, sticky with cotton candy, ripped fistfuls of sunshine from the lawn.

    The band took up the tune “I Am a Poor, Wayfaring Stranger.” At least that’s the song I remember when I think about that day. You jumped up and snatched at the music, tumbling with the rhythm and letting the melody spin you around and around into tight dizzy circles that made you walk like a drunken person. Your mother’s laugh was a glowing ember. (In every life I lived with her, Emily knew how to surrender to the moments that mattered.) I watched you dance, swirling gobs of sunshine between us, and I wanted so badly to reach out and grab you, to take you into my arms, but I knew that if I did, I would never let you go, could never find a way to say goodbye when they called me to the stars, and so, I stood up, made an excuse of wanting to get a beer and turned and walked away. Eventually they did call, and I did get my chance, and although it wasn’t easy, I was able to say goodbye.

    
      I’m just a poor, wayfaring stranger, traveling through this world below;
    

    
      There is no sickness, toil, nor danger, in that bright world to which I go.
    

    “I’m sorry,” I say, but the bluntness of an apology can’t pierce the hard shell between us. “There is another world, the life I actually came from to be here, where you don’t exist. Emily and I never married, and you weren’t born.”

    Surprise flashes across your face before you can cover it with a sheet of control and reason.

    “I couldn’t hurt her like that,” I say. “I knew what I wanted from life, and a family wasn’t part of it.”

    Something in the way you refuse to meet my eye reveals the betrayal you feel. I can sympathize; I really can. In both lives, I wasn’t willing to give up my dream. The only difference—in that other life you remember, the life in which I left you, there was a human toll, a steep price that you were asked to pay. Better to live my life alone, a life not accountable to anyone but myself.

    “I remember the day you left,” you say. “Mom and I were brought into a room with chairs, a long couch, and a monitor on the wall.”

    “I remember it. The day I was uploaded onto the Maziar board. I was scared.”

    I serve this up to explain, to rationalize the distance and lack of emotion I showed that day. It pains me to remember how little love I was willing to show you and your mother before I left our world, but I’m not sure I could have moved forward if I’d let myself reach out. “It didn’t feel like I was going on a journey. It felt like . . .”

    “Death.”

    You say it before I can finish the sentence. You share a similar memory from a different life, so of course you know how it felt. Your own goodbye to a father dying of cancer was handled with much more grace and love, and I know that you’re a better man than me.

    “Mom and I sat in the lounge waiting for you to come onto the monitor, and I didn’t want to be there, but Mom said that I would regret it if I missed the chance to say goodbye, and she was right, not because I needed to hear you

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2026 by Sam W. Pisciotta.
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