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  Editorial, July 2025


  John Joseph Adams | 258 words


  Welcome to issue 182 of Lightspeed Magazine!


  Relationships aren’t easy, and our newest short science fiction stories explore these challenges. In “The Lord of Mars,” Meghan McCarron writes about a complicated crush in a troubled Martian colony. In “Domestic Disputes,” Naomi Kanakia delves into the kinds of power struggles that emerge in long term relationships, even when those relationships are unfolding in the exciting realm of space exploration. Our flash fiction also explores relationships—“How to Win Against the Robots” by Katherine Crighton is a heart-tugging story of mother-daughter love, while Leah Cypess’s “Finding Love in a Time Loop: A How-To Guide” has some humorous advice for anyone struggling with dating.


  Oluwatomiwa Ajeigbe’s new story “A Dish Best Served Cold, Or, An Excerpt from the Cookbook of the Gods” is a follow-up to “Immortality Soup, Or, An Excerpt from the Cookbook of the Gods,” which appeared in our October 2023 issue (but you don’t need to read the first story to enjoy these gods’ magical adventures). Paul Crenshaw writes about an unusual bodily response in his story “You Knit Me Together in My Mother’s Womb.” We also have a flash story from sadoeuphemist, “What Else, What Else, in the Joyous City?” and another (“Un-Pragmagic: A Tyler Moore Retrospective”) from Spencer Nitkey.


  All that, and of course we also have our usual assortment of author spotlights, along with book reviews from our terrific review team. It’s another terrific issue, so thanks for joining us!
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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 (and publisher) of the Hugo Award-winning magazine Lightspeed and is publisher of its sister-magazines Nightmare and Fantasy. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award, a winner of the Stoker,  Locus, 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 for Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Lately, he’s been working as an editor on various TTRPG projects for Kobold Press and Monte Cook Games and as a contributing game designer on books such as Kobold Press’s Tome of Heroes. Learn more at johnjosephadams.com.
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  The Lord of Mars


  Meghan McCarron | 9905 words


  The grow pods clung to a red, humped ridge about a twenty-minute hike west from the habitats. Inside one of their plastic domes, a farmer named Oliver Judd nestled potato starts in the ground with nimble hands. It was tricky work in a forty-pound outside suit, but he’d had more than enough practice. Calling these structures grow pods was optimistic. Over the past two years, they’d nurtured coppery, barren silt.


  By the time he finished sentencing the latest batch of potato starts to their deaths, the sun was setting. Down in the valley, bright blue lights pricked the habitat’s half domes, their glare sharp and spiky in the dimming red. To the north, beyond a valley of ochre dust, rose tall, jagged mountains.


  His suit said, in its plummy, female voice, “Oxygen failure imminent.” That didn’t make sense: Oliver had been out for maybe an hour, and the suits were filled up for eight. There were a lot of things that could go wrong outside, but most of the time, the thing that was wrong was the computer. Oliver radioed back to say the suit was glitching.


  “Fuck. What’s your position?” Anthony, who was on babysitting duty, said. Oliver relayed it. “Stop moving.”


  “You sent me out in a suit with a leak?”


  “No, I sent you out in the last one that hadn’t leaked.”


  Four minutes, the suit said. It sounded disappointed in him. He called up the heart rate monitor before remembering that the first rule was don’t check the heart rate monitor.


  Over the suit’s external mic, the wind sheared across the open plain, a thin, high whistle. Oliver tried to concentrate on the sound. The sun was almost down now, a half-disc above the far horizon, red on red, the mountains a deep, scabby maroon.


  The techs joked about the dumbest ways to die on Mars. They were all, at base, stupid. Only an idiot spent twenty years of his life in the most unforgiving environments on Earth to get his ass up here, the shittiest place of all. But the idea was you got to be a hero. He was supposed to die decades from now, the elder of a new planetary society, the Greener of Mars, not slumped next to yet another failed crop of space potatoes.


  He tried to remember more survival training. All he could recall was the beige conference room where the former Navy SEAL had lectured. The windows had been set high-up, offering a measly glimpse of sky. He could have walked out of the conference room and stood under the blue and taken a big, deep breath.


  • • • •


  He came to sprawled in a beaten-up rover chair, the garage’s low metal ceiling blurry above, and a plastic oxygen mask over his face. He tried to pull it off. Anthony Hernandez yanked Oliver’s hands down. His broad, gigantic face was gray with anxiety.


  “Take some more sips of the O2. You can’t forget how to grow carrots. The only thing I look forward to is those carrots,” the mechanic said.


  The suit was busted. Anthony said that morning the Prince had insisted he’d fixed all three of them, so there was no need to share His Majesty’s spare. No need at all, except now Oliver was sucking down emergency oxygen (“Ox-y-gen,” Oliver’s brain sang), and two other techs had almost been in the same position earlier that week.


  Anthony got that conspiratorial look and said, “This shit can’t go on. No resupply. Equipment breaking down weekly. A ban on asking for any kind of aid from New Beijing, because, what, it would look bad? That’s why, that thing I talked about . . .?”


  Oliver tried to pull the mask off his face again. Anthony pulled his hands down more gently, but his grip was firm.


  “I almost died,” Oliver said, his voice muffled and whiny beneath the mask. Why was Anthony pushing him on this right now? The oxygen loss was making him feel impulsive, and he almost blurted out the “u” word that would ping this camera log to the Prince’s attention.


  “You almost died,” Anthony repeated.


  “We live on Mars,” Oliver said. For many people in the habitat, the phrase had become a joke. Water system broken, so they’re drinking purified pee? We live on Mars. Months spent digging ditches, because the backhoe got silt in all its gears? We live on Mars. Nuclear reactor almost melts down—for the second time? We live on Mars.


  But for Oliver, the phrase held trace magic. He hadn’t died. He lived on Mars.


  • • • •


  A couple days after Oliver’s suit had failed, the Queen invited him over. She lived in her own dome on the edge of the cluster. It was decadently spare. Every other dome was crowded with supplies and equipment; sleeping quarters were bunks surrounded by duplicate air filters, spare dome plastic, and broken construction equipment. The clear wall of the Queen’s bubble looked out over the sublime plain beyond. She slept on a king-sized futon piled with quilts she’d made herself post-voyage, after dedicating precious weight allowance to scraps of fabric.


  The Queen greeted him in one of her other luxuries, a flowing pleated dress printed with the image of the landscape outside. Her elfin face was tired and cheerful, and her gray-threaded auburn hair fell loose. She greeted him with a hug and a shower of loose, burbling chatter about the crystalline quality of the sky that day. She was always ascribing poetic qualities to the bare landscape. They sat down together at her low Japanese-style table and drank tea made from the pineapple sage Oliver grew and dried for her.


  “Anthony said you almost died,” the Queen said, taking a sip of her tea. “I hope he’s being a drama queen.”


  “It was a close thing.”


  “Fuck,” she said, the word bright and forbidden-sounding, as if it had been said by a tween. “Glad you’re here.”


  When he first started working for the family, Oliver had dismissed this tiny woman, only a few years older than him, who wasn’t content with the attention of millions on the streams, and instead wanted billions to watch her on another world. After culinary school, he’d worked as the private chef on the King and Queen’s ranch in the Texas Hill Country. The Queen had spent a lot of time there on her own, since it was located in her hometown, the place she’d transformed from a run-down, forgotten stagecoach stop to a rural lifestyle theme park.


  Back then, over the black and white marble kitchen island, she had talked about the flight to Mars like it was a vacation she had planned for next year. But the more she described training her body for lower g environments and the risks and benefits of small-scale nuclear reactors while Oliver chopped herbs for dinner, the more he started to believe. She was the only person Oliver had ever met who seemed optimistic about the future, optimistic the way Oliver also felt, for the first time in his life, after he’d started T.


  After a few months, the Queen had given him her blessing to plant a large, drought-tolerant vegetable garden on the ranch. In addition to the okra and hot peppers and tepary beans and sweet Texas onions and lambsquarters, he planted some trial potatoes the King’s R&D team were developing in the worst, sandiest soil he could find. They flourished. Oliver had fudged things a little bit, adding extra water and compost, but nothing crazy. When the King had arrived for a surprise dinner, Oliver served those potatoes simply boiled and dressed, and the couple couldn’t believe how sweet they were. “We’ll eat better food on Mars than on Earth, and you will grow it,” the Queen said with a dreamy, poetic lilt. The King had liked it so much he made her say it again on video, and then posted it so several million other people could hear her say it, too.


  The family recruited people for the mission like that: based on a single great deed or a gut feeling. Since they were building a new society, it had better be full of people the royal family liked! Oliver spent the next fifteen years learning to be a space farmer on Mars Settlement Corporation credit. He worked with NASA and JAXA and several university science departments; he spent a season at McMurdo in their greenhouse and two years working with Saudis, greening the desert to mixed success. His own farms had flourished in the southern Peruvian desert and in the climate-change-baked remains of what had once been the Mojave. He’d lost friends over the royal family, who had the weirdo libertarian politics of rich Texas people, plus the King had a habit of saying incendiary shit. But the Queen had always been his friend. When the press had concern-trolled about sending someone with a testosterone implant into space, she declared Mars was for everybody, and the King hadn’t dared disagree. She was going up first.


  Over the first cup of tea, Oliver shared the story of his ordeal, and the Queen made appropriately concerned noises and promised to look into the suit situation. Over the second cup of tea, they slid into gossip. Since boarding the spaceship together, they had become less like boss and employer, and more like friends. As far as he knew, he was her only confidant up here. That day, he nodded along as she described how Ixxy was in a fight with his fiancée, ostensibly because she kept missing his video calls, but the Queen suspected it was really because the girl wasn’t going to be on the ship launching from Earth in two days. All of twenty years old, with the King’s large, stocky build and the Queen’s frizzy, dark hair, the Prince spent his days alone piloting the overland vehicle over the planet’s surface, creating oceans of content about exploring the wild frontier. Oliver had known the Prince since he was a little boy. His full name was Exploration, which as a toddler he could only say as “Ix.” He was the King and Queen’s only shared kid and had spent his life being streamed and then streaming himself, climbing and swimming and canoeing and riding. He’d wanted even more than Oliver to live on Mars, but since they’d arrived, Ixxy had grown depressed. The crew disliked him and felt no sympathy, no matter how often Oliver pointed out that spending your prime early adult years locked in a bubble with your mom sucked.


  After too long spent processing the Prince’s maximally long distance relationship—the only one that had lasted, because it was the only one with any hope of a reunion—the Queen widened her eyes playfully and said, “I heard there’s some discontent brewing.”


  Still in the cocoon of friendly gossip, Oliver said, “I mean, what a dumb idea. Everyone’s gotten bored up here and wants something to change. You can’t unionize against a planet.”


  Her hands clenched, and she stared down at her tea. Had she not known?


  Oliver poured more from the pot and tried to hide that he was watching her. The relaxed, happy glaze over her eyes—her mask, he thought of it—was gone, replaced by something frightened. No, furious. Oliver had played along with Anthony’s secrecy, but he’d imagined they were keeping it from the Prince, which the rest of the station kept all sorts of problems from because he tattled immediately to the King. He’d never imagined the others had all decided to keep the Queen, who had a strong independent streak, in the dark.


  He’d messed up. He’d really, really messed up.


  She ignored his nervous stare and said, “Did anyone mention United Space?”


  Interplanetary United Space Workers had successfully unionized a private space station built by one of the Mars Settlement Corporation’s competitors, and had reached an agreement with NASA that if they built another, bigger moon base, it would be staffed by union workers. It was both impressive and also represented a measly slice of the space exploration industry. They liked to talk shit about the King, and the King unfortunately took the bait. Oliver found their antics exhausting. In the lead-up to the colony’s launch, people had started harassing the crew online, people from every political persuasion and personality disorder, but the core group had been dedicated haters of the King and Queen stirred up by United Space. One of Oliver’s most persistent trolls had been an overzealous United Space fan who sought out every measly stream to call him, of all things, a cishet bootlicker. During one of these public tirades, some other stranger had broken in and said Oliver was trans and linked to some long-ago article about him farming in Peru. The harasser had disappeared after that, which had been the most annoying part of all of it.


  “What? No,” Oliver said. “This isn’t some real thing—”


  “Oliver, if you know anything else about this, please tell me. The King—you know him.”


  The shit the King talked about United Space, specifically, was that he would leave any colony they unionized to die. He blamed the oil and gas workers unions for slowing his transition of the family energy business to wind, and while Oliver wasn’t sure if that was true, the King believed it with a dangerous vehemence.


  “I don’t know anything. I don’t even know if I know what I told you.”


  “Fuck,” she said again, and it was the tone of the real Queen, the iron rod. Reaching that person was, oddly, a gift.


  “I’ll see what I can find out,” he said.


  The Queen smiled at him. It was a sweet smile, nothing untoward. He felt the urge to touch her shoulders. It was a familiar feeling. He’d given in to it, once, five or six months into their settlement, when everything had felt maximally unreal, like they were getting away with something by breathing. She’d pushed his hand away. There was nothing like being shut down by one of the nineteen people who composed your entire world. The urge still came, though. Like an idiot, he sublimated it into dumb, lackey shit, like saying he would spy on the only other eighteen people in his world. It felt bad. It probably should have felt worse. This wasn’t the first time he’d done it.


  She said, her voice businesslike, “Could you guest on my stream today and talk about the better life we’re building, free of all of Earth’s baggage? You always speak so wonderfully about your experiences as a leveraged tech.”


  Oliver and fourteen of the other colonists were “leveraged,” which was a polite way to say indentured. The average person here was in debt to the company for something like twenty million dollars. Oliver’s education had been leveraged, too, so his debt was higher. But who cared that he owed the company thirty million and counting? The banks were all on Earth.


  That evening, he sat on the edge of the Queen’s bed and chatted with her as she re-wove the tapestry she’d brought here, a fully terraformed, green Mars, which looked a lot like the Texas Hill Country, complete with a vineyard and a little brick town. The other techs called the Queen dead weight behind her back, but Oliver knew that without something organic and old-fashioned, like her weaving, life here would feel as hard and cold as the metal that surrounded them. She’d finished the tapestry twice, already. She streamed herself unwinding it, too.


  As her hands worked, he talked sunnily about his work on the farm. She described working in the greenhouse alongside him, which she did do, every once in a while. He could tell how happy it made her to be around the plants. She didn’t stay away out of laziness. There was too much to do.


  “It’s amazing that Mars Settlement gave you the chance to come here,” the Queen said.


  “All I ever wanted was to live on Mars,” Oliver said, hating the saccharine in his own voice, but unable to stop it.


  Kai, the comms tech, was monitoring the feed. He looked up at Oliver in a way that could have been accusatory. But the streams were always goofily positive. It was in their own best interest. Twenty people could not sustain a colony long-term. Oliver’s dad had worked in real estate, selling plots in big flat expanses of cleared dirt with one gleaming house surrounded by bright green grass. The colony was like that. They were the model home.


  • • • •


  The next morning at breakfast, which happened in a cramped storage space around the hot water dispenser, Lillian, their doctor-slash-biologist-slash-plumber came up to him with her steaming cup of millet gruel and flicked his forehead with her finger.


  “Where did you get that scab, Oliver?” she said.


  He put his hand up and felt nothing. “I don’t have a scab.”


  “I’m a medical expert. I know a scab.”


  Then, he got it. “You’re not using that word right.”


  Anthony butted in and said, “Lillian, whatever you think you’re doing—”


  Lillian, who Oliver would have gotten into a physical fight with long ago if she weren’t the person who fixed their compost shitters, said, “The Queen gave him that scab. It’s never going to heal.”


  “Only because you’re a shitty doctor,” Oliver said.


  “I told her not to do that,” Anthony said after Lillian had shoved her way out of the tiny room full of people wolfing down the morning’s sustenance. Lillian stormed out of breakfast at least once a week; everyone else had gotten used to turning away. “You’re scheduled to do another walk today. You want company?”


  Through a mouthful of scalding, goopy porridge, the same porridge he’d eaten for two years every morning, which had once had sugar and salt and now had neither, Oliver said yes.


  • • • •


  Outside with Anthony a few hours later, Oliver’s eyes registered a “warm” day, clear and bright. But instead of savoring the tricks his brain played to convince him he was outside on a pleasant hike, he kept checking the suit monitors. Was the O2 dropping faster than normal? He’d been out for thirteen minutes, and it said he’d gone through seventeen minutes of oxygen. Thought he’d never looked at his O2 levels walking uphill before. It was kind of Anthony to be here. No one on this station could admit to being scared, so they were all stuck reading each others’ minds and offering plausibly deniable support. Anthony was one of the best at it.


  Then, he saw pods. They were still far-off, and he wondered if he was imagining things. But nothing stood out against the color red like green.


  Oliver clambered up the hill so quickly he was wheezing when he got to the top. They were real. In two of the pods, the potato plants had survived. The tongue-like, poisonous leaves had unfurled to soak up the sun.


  Anthony hustled up after him, and then grew very still. “Is that what I think it is?”


  “They survived.”


  Anthony whooped. Oliver yelled, too, something raw and wild and maybe even angry. After so much failure, he’d had to fight so hard to believe this was still possible. Now that the moment he’d dreamed of had arrived, he couldn’t quite experience it.


  He forced himself to open up the pods and take some readings, even though he wanted to leave his perfect potatoes under glass and never disturb them again. There were seventeen total that had made it, out of about sixty starts. The chemical mix of the soil in these two pods had been nearly identical, but with subtle differences in nitrogen. It was even more exciting to have two to test against each other. Both were primed with a new chemical admixture. The so-called farming expert heading toward them in the next colony ship, Dr. Willis, had gone for weeks without replying to Oliver’s video messages. He was a paying colonist, newly retired from Monsanto, and didn’t think much of the royals’ pet farmer. But talking out loud had gotten Oliver’s brain moving. Most of the plants looked leggy and light-starved, but a few were healthy. They would be the ones to breed. Real Martian potatoes.


  “This is it, right? Like, you never had any make it this long?”


  “No one has!” Oliver said sharply. To him, it felt like asking if anyone had ever breathed the air here before. No, they had not, and now that they could, it changed everything.


  “I can’t wait for mashed potatoes. Or French fries? I’d blow six months’ worth of cooking oil on that shit for sure.”


  “And two months’ worth of salt.”


  “We get salt out of our pee, it’s all good.”


  “I don’t want to leave them.”


  “Isn’t the whole point of them that they can survive out here without you?” Anthony sounded oddly guilty when he said this.


  Oliver had lost crops a lot of ways. Heat, wet, dry, cold. Dead soil. Contaminated soil. Over-fertilization, chemical imbalances. Pests: worms, beetles, caterpillars, flies. The beauty of farming on Mars, in theory, was that there was little weather and no bugs. The soil was dead, but it wasn’t polluted. The farmer could control everything.


  Or nothing. There were cameras out here. Oliver had turned them off over a year ago, because the feed was too depressing. He flipped them on now. The feed went right to his greenhouse.


  It pained him to leave his miracle crop. As they headed back to the habitat, he fantasized about the hero’s welcome he would receive. Anthony would hype everyone up, and the whole crew would cheer and somehow the potatoes would already be ready to harvest and Oliver would serve them mashed and fried, and they’d be the best thing any of them had
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