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    Editorial: July 2026

    John Joseph Adams | 481 words

    Welcome to issue 194 of Lightspeed!

    This month’s fiction kicks off with “Waru Waru,” an original fantasy story by Ruth Joffre about the power of memory and family. In “The Punishing Animal,” B. Pladek brings the fantastic into a grim climate future. We also have a flash story (“Hungry Like The”) from E. Catherine Tobler and another (“Concerto for Wartime”) from Sean Williams. If you like your SF a little hard-boiled, don’t miss “The Assumption of Maria,” a detective story from Max Gladstone, which we’re publishing in partnership with Dartmouth University and MIT Press (see below). We’ve also got a bonus reprint this month: “Down in the Dim Kingdoms” by Tobias S. Buckell. V.M. Ayala brings us a beautiful story of love and bodily modification in “If a Discarded God Can Change, So Can I.” We also have two terrific flash pieces: “You, Me, Us” from Oyedotun Damilola Muees and “FETSPACE” by Rhiannon Rasmussen. There’s all that, plus our usual assortment of author spotlight interviews and our book reviews.

    Android in the Archives

    Starting this month, we’ll be featuring one story per issue from the forthcoming fiction + nonfiction anthology Android in the Archives  (lightspeedmagazine.com/android), which will be published by MIT Press in 2027. Through design activities, panels, symposia and a mountain lodge retreat, the editors and authors collaboratively imagined worlds that interrogate the future humanity is heading towards. The fiction was edited by Sharang Biswas and Liz Gorinsky, which was done in collaboration with academic editor Rebecca Clark, along with project leads Solomon Diamond and Paula Olson, and contributing academic authors Jacqueline Wernimont and Eugene Korsunskiy. The first of the stories we’ll be featuring is the above referenced Max Gladstone story; there will be other stories forthcoming from Brooke Bolander, Rob Cameron, Nibedita Sen, K. M. Szpara, Sam J Miller, Alice Sola Kim, and Andrea Kriz, plus a story by Dartmouth student Sanjana Raj.

    All Good Things…

    All good things must come to an end: This month we say a fond farewell to our friend and longtime Senior Editor, Wendy N. Wagner. Please join us in thanking her for all her 12+ years of dutiful service to the magazine. She will be dearly missed!

    But as one door closes, another one opens: Just as our one longtime friend says goodbye, we’re saying hello again to someone who was with Lightspeed right at the very beginning: Christie Yant. She’ll be coming back into the editorial trenches, taking over Senior Editor duties for Wendy.

    THANK YOU, Wendy, for everything you’ve contributed to Lightspeed over the years. You’ve undoubtedly helped shape it into what it has become, and it won’t be the same without you. <HUGE HUGS> 💖💖💖
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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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    You, Me, Us

    Oyedotun Damilola Muees | 1628 words

    You know you are fucked when you see fragments of the broken radio on the floor. Your damaged ship lay nose caked into the sand, and coupled with your sprained ankle that hums an excruciating pain, and slight concussion on your head—your chances of survival in this unknown territory have now drastically dropped. In your first year as a space cadet, you were taught to remain calm, breathe slowly, and call for help in the event of a crash. The lecturer didn’t think of the possibility of a lonely, injured pilot, incommunicado, and in a place where he has largely veered off course.

    Remain calm, you got this, you vocalize to yourself. You scan the first-aid box, looking for painkillers to halt the pain throbbing your body. At last you lie down, eyes shut, thinking. In that moment of deep thought, you weigh the alternate courses of action you would have taken when your ship beacon detected a random anomaly at the fringe of an unregistered space.

    • • • •

    You lose contact with your crew, and every pointer of opportunity that breathes your way is a chance to find them. Against your commander’s order you pilot your ship through a ring where matter is suspended, and radiation thickens as a haze formed as a statue. Inside the belly of the uncharted area your ship’s controls are hijacked from your hand by a great force as it dashes forward at the speed of sound travelling in vacuum, and a cascade of lights rushes into a vortex.

    When you finally get control of your ship, the fuel is emptied, yet you notice the engine is running. It is sailing as though riding on imaginary waters. It doesn’t make sense to you. The elements of force existing in this area defy the laws of science. You speak to your ship’s AI companion, Ake, about your whereabouts. Its voice distorted, uttering an arcane language. The lights on your ship’s dashboard flicker before going out. Ake’s voice rises in a cadence before speaking in a drowsy tone and finally going silent. Your ship gets upended, falling like a drone before the crash.

    Perhaps you should have listened to your commander. But you are obstinate and wouldn’t give up on your crew.

    • • • •

    Morning: The sun seeps in through the window glass, providing warmth that penetrates your torn suit. The pain has attenuated. You sit up, placing the sprained ankle on a seat. There are movements outside the ship. Slowly, you lower your body, enduring the pain sending another shocking wave to your brain. The voices are coming closer, footsteps pattering on the floor. The strangers come inside the ship, and you see them.

    They are you, and you are them.

    The first person is older in age, and by the wrinkles on her face you can guess she is in her early sixties. She’s carrying a field medic’s kit, and wearing glasses that sit on the bridge of her nose. The second is dressed in a military uniform, with a scarred face, her hand clasping a machine gun, and a bandolier worn crisscross on her chest. She’s looking out the window as if on the lookout for something trying to kill you all. Judging by her looks and frame, she is either your contemporary or a little older than you. The third looks like a space researcher—her grizzly hair recedes from the radius of her hairline. She’s wearing a uniform that has the insignia of a space researcher who likely works in an institute. She ignores you, taking notes, looking at the ship structure with precise carefulness, and staring at the ship’s dashboard with gaiety smeared all over face.

    The one with the medic kit comes close to you, looks at your eyes with a penlight, and unzips the kit. She looks at your leg, brings out a mobile scanner to x-ray the extent of injury in your ankle.

    All the while this is going on, you are befuddled. Perhaps you are still searching for the right words that fit into this situation.

    “Sit still,” she says.

    She opens a small box, and nanites jump out of it onto your leg. You watch them fixing the injury as they move up and down. At first the pain felt as an itch, but later it disappears. The doctor bandages your head, give you some drugs that will accelerate the healing.

    “The nanites do not treat concussion,” she says.

    The nanites repair some torn tissue in your belly. The doctor explains that the planet’s atmospheric conditions support the growth of reactive spores that release toxic gas into the air to accelerate tissue decay. Any injury you have that isn’t treated on time, you will only last three days before you become food for predators.

    “Who are you people?” you finally gather the courage to ask, at the same time checking to confirm that your sprained ankle has now healed.

    “We are you, and you are us. I chose to be a doctor instead of a pilot like you. There’s something you must know. I saw that you died after you escaped from here. The radiation clogged your system, took hostage of your nervous system. I am sorry.”

    “Are you referring to me or another version of me?” you ask.

    “A future version of you.”

    You deduce she’s from the future. She stands to take her leave, your other two clones follow suit.

    “Will I see you all again?” you ask.

    “Time will tell.”

    • • • •

    The following day you scout the area carrying a rifle the soldier left behind for you. You take down notes, watch patterns like lattices form in the sky before they implode when gaseous matter runs into them. Stars ripple like echoes with bulging dotted eyes before vanishing into the void. Flying jellyfish swim through space currents, altering their shapes when the sky goes bleak, giving way for the appearance of a gibbous moon. The stars dim their glow, scared that the entity appearing would suck all their energy force. A shadow entity moving as a horde of black smoke is conspicuous. It’s an intelligent entity that perceives when strangers like yourself are present in this area. It hunts anomalies like you who are broken into multiples, scattered in a multiverse. It sees you as a paradox to the cycle of this planet, a thing whose mere existence disrupts the flow of normalcy. You run, shooting at it, but the bullets pass through it without hurting it.

    A wave of sparks appears at a near distance ridgeline, like broken rays from the sun. Someone appears out of it and starts running towards you; it’s the soldier.

    “Follow me,” she says.

    She takes you to your ship, puts on all the lights.

    “Light repels it. It won’t come inside,” she assures you.

    “What is that thing?” you ask, gasping for breath.

    “It’s our worst nightmare. It is attracted to clones, feeds from a fractured timeline.”

    From the way she sounds, you can tell this entity is a predator, and clones are its prey.

    “How do I get out of this place?” you say, watching the entity swirl away to where it emanated.

    “You cannot outrun this place. You have to out-think it. We are rooting for you to not just survive, but return to where you truly belong.”

    “How many versions of me have passed through here?”

    “I cannot remember. But only a few have survived.”

    Before going, she taught you how to read the terrain, temperature level, how to know when a magnetic storm is coming. Lastly, she tells you how to conserve ammunition in case you meet a creature that a bullet can kill.

    • • • •

    The physicist comes to you at dawn days later. She explains that this area sits inside a three-dimensional cone forming this planet. It’s encapsulated in a region of space where timelines clash against one another. This planet seeks to entice gullible pilots like yourself in a game of survival. Your crash here wasn’t accidental; it was written in the stars. She warns that this area is unstable and bits of it are gradually getting swallowed into a black hole. If you fail to escape soon, all versions of you will be fused into a convergence where you all will be scattered into different timelines. She assists you in repairing your ship.

    “Tomorrow, the gravitational pull that collapsed your ship will take place again. Get ready. It’s an opportunity for you to escape,” she says before leaving.

    She is right. At sunrise everything gets lifted from the ground. Levitating until it nears the clouds. Your engines don’t work. And so you wait it out. Wait for the gravitational push to release its reins from your ship. Your calculation is timely. Your ship begins to fall down, but you are quick to power the engines and take full control of it, flying out of this place. Ake jerks back to life, asking you for the trajectory of your next course.

    “This is Simi. Can anyone hear me?” you speak into the radio transmitter.

    You speak again for the fourth time before a response comes through.

    “Where you have been? We thought you were dead when we didn’t hear from you,” the commander says.

    “I will tell you everything when we see. What’s today’s date?”

    “April 22nd, 2037.”

    You are amazed at how three months has quickly raced by. The ship is on autopilot. You recline on the headrest, thinking of your clones. The only thing that comes to mind is that the clones are outcomes of life’s attempts you are yet to make, would make, or didn’t make.

    “Ake, head west.”

    You still have a mission to find your lost crew.

    ©2026 by Oyedotun Damilola Muees.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Oyedotun Damilola Muees is a Nigerian Software Product Owner, and writer of everything speculative. He was a finalist in the short story category for the 2025 Nommo Awards. His short story, “All We Have Left is Ourselves,” was a winner of the 2022 PEN Robert J. Dau Prize for Emerging Writers, and a winner in the 2022 Utopia Awards in the short story category. You can find his works in Flametree: Afrofuturism Anthology, Dark Matter: Monster Lairs, Nightmare, Lightspeed, Clarkesworld, Our Move Next, Solarpunk, Reckoning, Africa Risen: A New Era of Speculative Fiction, Science Fiction World, and other places. When he is not testing the features built by his teams’ developers, you can find him watching animations, horror and thriller series, and snacking on plantain chips. You can connect with him on Twitter @dhamlex99.
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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.

  
    Down in the Dim Kingdoms

    Tobias S. Buckell | 3800 words

    The airship’s spotlights played off the vast rocky sides of the shaft that plunged deep into the Earth’s core through the lithosphere and eventually to our destination: the Center of the Earth!

    I yawned.

    We fell so slowly, the sides of the shaft several hundred feet away, and it had been a long, boring day of this. There’d been a boy, earlier, that caught my eye. But now he was talking to Bridgette with the French accent and the big chest. Laughing at anything she said like it was the cleverest thing in the entire world.

    Or below it.

    I wondered how long it would take for Bridgette to reach Mashu if I pushed her off the side. The tour guide had told us how far down the Earth’s crust really stretched before the hollow core began, and then how much farther down the land of Mashu was from even that.

    For a second, I started to work the math. Three thousand miles down, and terminal velocity being about two hundred miles an hour.

    “Good grief, that’s hours of falling,” I said out loud.

    It was a bit delicious, really, now that I thought about it.

    “What’s that, Kia?” my mother asked. “Who’s falling?”

    Mother, one Patricia Baker, her face tan from a week in San Marino, peered over the tour brochure to look at me. I scowled at her. “Nothing. I wasn’t talking to you.”

    God. Wasn’t this the worst? I could almost reach out to touch any one of the fifteen people crammed into the observation gallery, including Bridgette and the cute boy mooning over her.

    I kicked the back of her chair.

    “Sorry!” I pretended to look flustered and apologetic.

    The Boy (because now that’s how I thought of him) looked positively thankful at getting to see Bridgette jostled about.

    How pathetic.

    I could go back to my room, but my brother, Anthony, had been eating everything the dining room had to offer. His flatulence clung to the walls. Just thinking of his smell made me move over to the edge of the gallery for even more fresh air.

    Grandpa Taylor clung to the railings there, looking down into the darkness with a toothy grin. “The first time I descended we didn’t know how far this all went. We kept expecting to hit the bottom, so we dropped even slower than this. It took a whole week!”

    His knuckles looked like they might puncture his thin, splotchy skin at any moment. I looked over at him, and his bushy eyebrows, then back down into the never-ending darkness.

    “I ought to jump off just to speed it all up. I don’t know if I could bear this being any longer,” I said with a sigh.

    Grandpa Taylor grunted. He wanted to say something, but bit it back. I could tell he wanted to call me impatient or ungrateful, but we were still all at the honeymoon stage at the start of a family vacation where everyone was in good spirits and pretending to like each other.

    “I miss Ryan,” Grandpa Taylor finally said, moving the conversation somewhere else. “All this would have left him lost for words.”

    “Who?”

    “Ryan! Ryan. My partner.” Grandpa looked at me like I was something he’d found moldering in the fridge. “We were the first ones to descend. To find that the Earth really was hollow. Ryan St. Claire.”

    “Oh.” That Ryan.

    The truth was I could give a shit. It was all ancient history. I’d been forced to come along during the holidays instead of going to Mallorca like I’d wanted because Mother wanted to reconcile with Grandpa Taylor. She’d been written out of the will—for what, I had no clue, earthly or unearthly. For Mother this was an apology tour, a period of groveling and emulating the actions of an actual doting, caring, real daughter.

    I was to be Best Supporting Actor to her leading role.

    “If we stay cut out, there’s no more Mallorca, no more private school, no more personal driver,” she’d hissed at me on the flight to Iceland. “You’ll be of age soon, you’ll need his legacy if you’re to live well. Or at least to marry well. There isn’t much time: his health is failing. That’s why he’s taking this last nostalgia trip.”

    To Mashu, the land in the Center of the Earth.

    I huffed in annoyance. You couldn’t get a tan by going where the sun doesn’t shine, and a tan was all the rage in those new Hollywood pictures. My holiday was going to be ruined by this.

    • • • •

    In the summer of 1774 the Schiehallion experiment took place on an isolated, almost symmetrical mountain in Scotland. Apparently it involved some tweedy scientists and a pendulum.

    They swung the pendulum, measuring the length of its swing against stars and took hundreds of measurements near the mountain to verify that, yes, the mountain did indeed slightly deflect the pendulum’s swing. Gravity worked.

    Surveyors then measured the mountain to determine its mass.

    Once they had that, if they added the amount the pendulum bobbled compared to a normal swing on Earth, they could run the math and figure out how dense the Earth was.

    So, you can imagine, the brochure I had in my hands said, that it was quite a shock when Mashu was discovered in 1930.

    My eyes glazed over as I got to the part about <em”>extra dense exotic material that <em”>interfered with measurements. I crumpled the brochure up and threw it over the railing when the dinner bell rang.

    All thirty passengers poured out of our rooms or meandered over from the observation galley. We pulled out the aluminum chairs from the brushed aluminum table to sit. The captain of the airship hosted one of the tables and the navigator the other.

    Now came my utterly favorite part: the ant-people.

    They swarmed around us, bigger than dogs, but smaller than llamas. Their big, expressionless eyes glittered in the lamplight as they poured drinks from pitchers held in their many hands.

    “Scubbies!” Grandpa said, delighted. He’d taken his meals in his room until today, not feeling well due to the changes in air pressure as we descended through the Earth.

    “They prefer to be called—”

    Grandpa cut the navigator off with a wave of his hand. “When we landed on the first day they swarmed the craft, chewing up our helium tanks and destroying the rigging until I fired a warning shot. Poor creatures had never seen a gun before. They tried to attack, but I put lead right between those big eyes and they backed off awful quick when they saw what happened to their friend.”

    “A different time, before the accords,” the captain said diplomatically.

    “Now they’re crawling your rigging and serving us drinks, different times indeed, Captain,” Grandpa agreed. He held up a cup. “More wine, my old buddies!”

    The navigator and captain looked uncomfortable, about what, I couldn’t say. Sometimes people got a bit starstruck around Grandpa. He was the discoverer of Mashu, the man who’d changed the entire world’s understanding of, well, the entire world.

    “Oh.” The captain looked up from his pocket watch. “It’s time.”

    With a nod from him, the ant-people stepped to the side of the dining room and dimmed the interior lights. At the same time, more exterior spotlights blazed into life. It looked like daylight thrown onto all the walls around us.

    “Would you look at that!” a passenger next to me breathed.

    The walls crawled with ant-people, moving small metal girders into place. Welding torches flickered, and rock drills nattered away like woodpeckers.

    “This is to be the trans-surface elevator,” the captain announced grandly. “Capable of taking hundreds of people per car on seven different tracks to the surface of Iceland, and down to the interior of the Earth all the way to Mashu. Soon anyone will be able to buy a ticket to the Center.”

    “It’ll ruin the whole place,” Grandpa muttered. “It’ll change it all.”

    To which I could only think, good. I really didn’t want to travel down to some barbaric world hidden away in the middle of the Earth. I wanted room service, those fancy new air-conditioning systems, and maybe to sneak a few rum punches.

    Who was I kidding: there was no maybe when it came to rum punches and vacation.

    None of that existed in Mashu right now, according to the guides. No, it was all thatch huts and ant-people hives. Dim stretches of land lit only by the phosphorescent burning of the cavern’s ceiling. Droves of weird animals that had survived the descent somehow.

    It was a dreadful place to go on vacation.

    But, as Mother said, needs must.

    The things one did for family . . .

    Bridgette caught my eye over a roll that she nibbled at with all the grace of a chipmunk. The Boy pushed his long dark hair out of his eyes and offered to butter another roll for her.

    “Oh, I just couldn’t eat anything more,” Bridgette chirped.

    She’d only eaten that single roll, and it had been a delicate ten minutes. I wanted to stuff the whole chicken the ant-person was carving for my parents down her throat.

    I raised a fork, and left my middle finger in the air as I took a big bite of the steak I’d opted for.

    “I saw that,” whined Anthony.

    I kicked my brother under the table, hard enough that he coughed up a piece of chicken.

    “Anthony!” Mother hissed.

    “It wasn’t my fault!”

    “That’s not how we behave at the table.”

    Seeing my brother choke on that piece of chicken brightened my day up somewhat.

    Metaphorically speaking.

    • • • •

    We burst out of the roof of the world’s interior the next morning, the phosphorescent sky dazzling the airship’s cabins with a hot light that woke us all, a welcome change from the perpetual gloom we’d been descending in.

    The airship edged away from the massive elevator that now hung in the air like a line of silver thread that connected the roof of rock far over Mashu and the ground below.

    Eventually, though, the novelty wore off and people stopped hanging on to the railings in the observation room to

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2022 by Tobias S. Buckell. Originally published in Lost Worlds & Mythological Kingdoms, edited by John Joseph Adams. Reprinted by permission of the author.  
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