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    Editorial: January 2026

    John Joseph Adams | 254 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed Magazine’s 188th issue!

    We’re starting the issue with a story by writing duo Corey Jae White and Maddison Stoff: “Mother’s Hip.” It’s set in an all-too-believable future where corporations wage wars and the human consciousness is hackable. Oluwatomiwa Ajeigbe’s newest story (“Hunter, Hunter”) also riffs on classic SF ideas about work and minds, making it a terrific partner for “Mother’s Hip.” In both pieces, there’s a powerful sense of the organic contrasting against nearly cyberpunk elements, which feels very appropriate for fiction publishing in 2026.

    This month we’ve got four great pieces of flash fiction. For SF, we’ve got Effie Seiberg’s new piece “Bots All the Way Down” and Eli Brown’s “A Brief Public Announcement.” Our fantasy flash pieces both focus on demons and devils. We start off with “Choose Your Own Damnation” by Kehkashan Khalid—which riffs off classic Choose Your Own Adventure novels—and then we have a dark fantasy story we were tempted to publish over at our sister magazine Nightmare: “Academic Neutrality” by M.R. Robinson.

    We also have two fantasy short stories, of course. Marisca Pichette’s “Where the Chicken-Footed Dwell” explores the story of Baba Yaga’s hut. Adam-Troy Castro returns to our pages with a touching new story called “The Moving Finger.” Plus we have nonfiction, including spotlight interviews with our writers and fresh new book reviews.

    Welcome to a new year and welcome to another terrific issue!
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      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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    Mother’s Hip

    Corey Jae White and Maddison Stoff | 5783 words

    High above the Amazon Rainforest, Hynd circled, her massive wingspan only visible by the shadow she cast on the battlefield below. She felt the wind pass across her wings, whispering of torrential rain coming; not her concern, so far above the clouds, but she packaged the data and shot it down to the comms base at ground level so the grunts would know what was coming.

    Hynd never cared about the grunts, not really, not when they were so far beneath her, their bodies so different to her own. Her sixty-four wombs swelled, automated factory arms rapidly piecing her children together. Mother to a swarm of carbon fibre kids, their IFF tags dancing and playing amongst the trees, hunting anarchists through the rainforest with deadly precision.

    Sheena went dark and Hynd’s heart broke for the eighty-first time that day. She was born with one weak rotor, but she was such a clever little girl, rewrote her firmware to compensate, outlasted her broodmates by more than an hour.

    A tear dissipated from the heat of Hynd’s cybernetic eyes before it could roll down her cheek. Sheena should have been an engineer, but Hynd would have loved her just as much if she’d started a punk band, got drunk underage, and tried to pass off an obvious hangover as “just a stomach bug.”

    Three more of her children were shot out of the sky: Davey, Nicola, and Grant—anarchist combat heuristics upgraded again. A new software update seeped into the back of her head, just in time for her gestating brood. She would be right down there with her children if she could, if it would help keep them safe, but improved software was all she could offer them.

    Her ripe wombs distended, the bomb bay doors along her fuselage opening, air rushing inside her like a chill breath into the lungs. Her babies dropped, two-by-two, their little aerodynamic bodies shaped for the long fall. Half of them would extend their wings and rotors, burning energy to halt their drop and fly buzzing into the fray. The others would extend fins and let their suicidal impulses lead them nose-first into anarchist heavy armour and hidden bunkers.

    If only she could hold them, she thought. If only she could hold them to her hip, bounce them until they smiled and squeed. If only she could talk them out of it. But no matter how much she pled, she could not stop them. They were born to die, and still each death was a dagger in her beating heart.

    • • • •

    The woman steps up onto the small stage, carrying a small, pink valve amplifier, a noisebox, and a black electroacoustic guitar. She’s obviously a veteran, her silver eyes glinting under the stage lights, her scalp a patchwork of long, black hair, and scars from where they removed her data ports. She wears a flowing black dress, silver ankh and eagle necklaces, engraved bracelets, and rings on every finger. Inside the dress she’s swimming, emaciated, another sign of post-cybernetics syndrome.

    She sits on the stool at the centre of the stage, checks the tuning on her guitar, and makes a small adjustment. She leans into the microphone and taps it gently.

    “I’m, uh, Mother’s Hip, and I’m going to play a few songs,” she says, her voice husky, affect flat.

    A guy with a mug of beer cheers and laughs before immediately going back to talking loudly with his friends. The rest of the bar doesn’t even seem to notice. A group of trans dykes plays augmented pool at the table in the back, and a glamorous brunette with dark lipstick and heavy eyeshadow sits at the bar, smoking a clove cigarette in a long holder, frowning at something on an AR screen only she can see. The bartender cleans a glass slowly, his fire engine red cyber-arms decorated in bright stickers like tattoos, an ex-military mecha fighting tournament playing in the air above his head.

    It’s not a large space. Not much bigger than the cockpit of her Lilith-class mothership back in the war. At its centre there had been a sepulchral altar, lit up by dull red lights that doubled as her living coffin. She would not climb into the gun-metal gray tube. Instead they installed her in it, her flesh skewered through with data cables and tubes for water, feeding, and waste. Her head obscured beneath a heavy HUD like an inverted crown, her arms outstretched in cruciform. Cooling fluid pumping through big tubes around, under, and above her. Her flesh-self held in place by tethers she’d forget immediately once she primed her engines, hit the throttle, and felt the power coursing through every part of her huge and transcendent form. She would stay in the air for days at a time. Weeks. With only her datafeeds and her children to keep her company. They called her mother. To everybody else, she was Hynd.

    “This first one is,” the musician clears her throat then swallows, the heat of the stage lights drawing sweat from her skin. A drop slides down her cheek and off her chin, but she ignores it. “‘Stillborn Skyfish.’”

    Her fingers snake along the fretboard, weaving a gentle melody to evoke the feeling of waves lapping against the beach. She nods her head along with the beat coming from her noisebox like angry static, and she lets it carry her. Music always calmed her. She played bass in a punk rock band when she was a teenager, when she still thought she was a boy, but the band broke up at the end of high school. So long ago now. Long before she signed up for the Amazon Prime Air Brigade at twenty years old, desperate and unemployed. But she always wondered how far the band could have gone if they had kept playing.

    “Wasted . . . away . . .” she sings over her strumming. A mournful tone, noticeably more tuneful than her speaking voice. One of the trans dykes makes eye contact with her for a second while she’s teeing up her shot and smiles. The woman blushes and looks down at her guitar before closing her eyes. “In cloud seas . . . She plays.”

    • • • •

    Sometimes the wind would hit like waves, Hynd’s internal structure shuddering with the force. She would clench her teeth, as though she could hold it all together with just the strength of her jaw.

    Her babies grew inside their wombs; Hynd set them to birth inside her hold and wait, then she set subroutines to track weather patterns. She would give her children the best start in life she could, without a wayward gale throwing them off course.

    She shifted direction, cut the wind shear enough for her bones to stop rattling, and checked her sensors. Nothing else up this high but thin wisps of cloud moving beneath her in parallax, the ground far, far below.

    Incoming signal like an itch inside her ear canal, so deep she wouldn’t be able to reach it with her pinkie finger even if her hands weren’t splayed to either side, needlelike connectors inserted under her fingernails, linking her organic nerve fibres to the ship’s peripheral cybernetic nervous system.

    With an autonomic reflex like scratching, Hynd accessed the signal and ran it through a battery of decryption algos. It unlocked almost immediately, old code from early in the war—the first one Amazon’s Coding Auxiliary was able to crack.

    “—want your children to be able to breathe?” a woman said.

    The signal was weak, quiet. Hynd boosted the power to her comms array and the voice continued, clearer, like the woman was standing in the cockpit beside her altar, speaking directly into her ear.

    “We’re all desperate. We’re unemployed and scraping by however we can, or otherwise we’ve got jobs but we’re overworked and underpaid. It’s hard to think about the future when it seems like there isn’t one. But these are the lungs of the world, and we have to save them.”

    “Hello?” Hynd said, her voice a rasp, scraping raw from her throat.

    “Holy fuck. Hello. Who is this?”

    “Lilith-class Mothership, Hynd Revel.”

    There was silence on the line but for the soft crackle of interference. “No shit, I’m speaking to a mothership?” When Hynd didn’t respond the woman continued. “I’m glad you answered—I was getting sick of repeating the spiel.”

    “Who are you?” Hynd asked.

    “Sorry, how rude of me. I’m Peta. I’m with the anarchists, down on the ground somewhere beneath you. We can help, y’know. Amazon does all kinds of shit to their soldiers and pilots. We’re figuring out how to undo a lot of their control software, give people their selves back.

    “I mean, how do you know you even want to fight? How much of this is you, and how much is their programming?”

    • • • •

    The woman finishes her song and clears her throat again. “Sorry, can I get some water up here? Make sure it’s cold, please.”

    She just can’t drink it at room temperature, not since that brief period between leaving high school and joining up with Amazon where she was on Basic and it was all she could afford to drink. Basic Income started out as revolutionary public policy, but by the time she was on it, decades later, it had turned into a gilded leash that kept you mostly locked into boarding houses, paying ninety percent of your meagre income for a room that you had to share with several others.

    The trans lesbian who smiled earlier deposits a glass on the pink amp beside her with a gentle nod of recognition, before returning to her game. She wears a dog collar with a small metal tag engraved with the name Crystal, but the woman isn’t sure if the name is hers or her “owner’s.” She takes a sip of water, ice clinking against the glass. It tastes good. And with the ice, it’ll stay cold for a while. She loves that. She puts the glass back down on the amp, condensation already forming, and fiddles with the tuning heads of her guitar in preparation for her second song.

    “This next one,” she says, confidence slowly building with more time beneath the stage lights, “is called ‘On Angel Wings.’ It’s about . . .”

    She hesitates, uncertain if she wants to reveal her former allegiances. Some crowds will heckle an Amazon veteran, and on one level she gets it: What she and her employers did there was a tragedy. But on another level, she writes her songs to try and process what she did, who she was, and what was done to her.

    “. . . my time as a delivery drone pilot,” she says finally, losing her nerve. Military vets aren’t the only ones who suffer from post-cybernetics syndrome. Plenty of civilian ground and air truckers suffer from it, as well as heavy users of industrial exoskeletons, but that doesn’t stop it being stigmatised now the war is over. She notices the glamorous brunette at the bar has shifted three stools closer, AR screen temporarily forgotten as she hangs off Hynd’s words. She looks down at her fretboard until her nerves settle. “I hope you like it, ’cause it’s really . . .”

    She hits her noisebox, hissing rhythmic like the ocean beating against the shore, and starts to play—sound like a summer breeze, with a gentle tone of yearning.

    “That was really when I learned to love my children, y’know? By being them, by living them,” she says over the song’s long, building instrumental intro, thinking back to her days in the UCAV Wraith pool. She spent a couple of years piloting the drones remotely—embodying them each time she took to the air—before she proved she had the aptitude for the mothership program. “It wasn’t just my conditioning. Though it still hurt when they stripped that from me, because—” She pauses. “I was never given any choice. All I ever wanted was a choice.”

    She looks up at the space above the audience, below the lights. There are tears around the orbit of her cybernetic eyes. She blinks the tears away and starts to sing . . .

    • • • •

    The entire topside of Hynd’s fuselage was panelled in reinforced photovoltaics, gleaming bright beneath the South American sun. It felt like warmth, like comfort food, but it wasn’t enough to keep her in the air indefinitely. She birthed another litter of children; these ones she would be able to keep close—for a time. They formed a defensive grid around their mother; their pure, innocent love demonstrated in a willingness to die for her. Always. Like so many had.

    She began her slow descent, circling downwards in a kilometre-wide spiral, toward the resource platform floating beneath the cloud line. Her heart beat faster, harder, a siren whined in her bowels. She was most vulnerable when refuelling, even with her children surrounding her and the platform’s autoturrets scanning for threats.

    She broke through the heavy blanket of clouds, the ground revealing itself beneath her – the brilliant green foliage, the myriad brown craters formed by her fallen children and other ordnance, the stark black char of burnt trees, bodies, cybernetics, and heavy armour. A golden blade cut through the air far below—a Revenant.

    Her superstructure shuddered, or she did; the Revenants were a vicious fusion of flesh and machine, suicidal in their approach to combat—the very antithesis of herself and her body, made only for creating life. A kind of life, at least.

    The hair on the back of her neck stood on end and Hynd realised the platform’s turrets were tracking her approach, twin-barrels like void-black eyes staring at her. She initiated a handshake, the turrets turning away as her security codes were accepted. An articulated arm extended from the platform’s reactor hub carrying the power umbilical, the connector slotting inside her with a slight gasp from the back of her throat. The high-intensity recharge was awkwardly erotic when parsed through her chimeric body, cybernetic and organic signals blurring together. Whether it was an accident of her design or deliberate engineering, she had never asked. She knew she would get no answer.

    “Sorry I haven’t been in touch.”

    Hynd started at the voice suddenly speaking in her ear. Most days, her only conversation was with the wind.

    “Peta?” Hynd said.

    The anarchist responded: “The one and only. Your side took out our long-range transmitter, so I couldn’t reach you.”

    Jane. It wasn’t just Hynd’s side that had done it, but Hynd’s child. Jane was stubborn but creative; the intricate arabesque she danced in her descent was elegant and beautiful. A parting gift and her entire life’s work. That and the explosion.

    “I guess you must be under the clouds now then,” Peta said.

    “That information is classified.” Hynd hadn’t spoken—hadn’t meant to speak, the words forced from her mouth by some autonomic security conditioning. It was not the first time it had happened to her, but it was still an insult. If they could trust her enough to merge her flesh with a 200-million-dollar mothership, they should trust her with her own tongue.

    “For the longest time we thought the motherships were entirely automated. It’s strange knowing you’re a person,” Peta said.

    “Strange how?” Hynd asked.

    “I’m not sure if you know how much damage you do down here with your demons.”

    A pause. “Those are my children.” The words escaped through Hynd’s clenched jaw.

    “But that’s what they call you, right? Lilith-class. She’s the mother of demons.”

    “I love my children,” Hynd spat.

    A procession of materiel drones emerged from the resource platform. She opened her bay doors and let them fill her bowels with the components she would need to gestate the next generations of her offspring.

    “I didn’t mean any offense,” Peta said. “I guess I just wonder how much of that love is you, and how much is conditioning. Calling them demons might seem cruel, but they aren’t really children either, are they? They’re weapons. They’re weapons you create and control, and you’re doing it for the wrong side. We’re fighting to save the lungs of the Earth
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