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    Editorial: June 2026

    John Joseph Adams | 194 words

    Welcome to issue 193 of Lightspeed Magazine.

    Our first SF short is a grim and gritty cybernoir: “Ghost in the Tank” by M.R. Robinson. If you’ve ever wondered what reality television will look like in the future, Robinson has you covered. David Marino returns to our pages with “The Overview Initiative,” a tribute to space travel and the human spirit. We also have two terrific flash pieces: “Memeostasis” from Benjamin Rosenbaum and “The Sharing of Some Familiar Song” by Adam-Troy Castro.

    Our original fantasy shorts include “An Oral History of the Schooner Key Invasion,” a novelette from Alex Irvine that’s an absolute blast of cosmic SF adventure. Beesan Odeh’s new tale “Ash-Shūrā; or, A Book, a Bowl, a Bag of Coins” is a darkly mythical tale of suffering and trickery. We also have a flash story (“The Best of Intentions”) from Mari Ness, and another (“I Cut Off a Monster’s Arm. AITA?”) from Marie Brennan. And of course, the nonfiction team has put together a terrific array of book reviews and author spotlight interviews.

    Thanks so much for joining us for another great issue of speculative fun!
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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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    Ghost in the Tank

    M.R. Robinson | 6724 words

    The first time you killed me, I cried like a baby.

    Stupid, stupid, to cry over something make-believe—stupid and ugly and pathetic, too, when already the only thing I wanted in the world was for you to find me pretty. I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t expected it to hurt so bad, dying in the sim. I hadn’t expected it to hurt at all.

    We were piloting mechs that first simstream. My first, your first. I’d been signed with S1MULANT for two weeks. You had inked your contract the same day I did, but you still showed me around the house like you’d always lived there, like you already knew everything there was to know. You acted like you didn’t care when the other girls ignored us, so I did too. I learned how to make you laugh; you learned how to make me queasy with a glance. It wasn’t a surprise, then, when the agency asked us to stream together. We had chemistry. I thought we did, anyway.

    But the rest of it—

    I mean, I knew to expect a fight. Back before the content crackdowns, the most violent streams got the most viewers, and Daniel had been clear enough even in my first interview with S1MULANT that I should plan to spend at least half my stream time getting beat to shit in virtual reality. All kinds of fights, he’d said. All kinds of fights, yeah, but we all knew the fans went nuts for a girl in a giant robot. So, I was nervous the first time I hooked into the simtank, the first time we went live. I wasn’t surprised.

    It was how it felt to die that surprised me.

    I could feel your mech’s blows from inside mine: the jolt and shudder of being knocked around, the scrape of steel against my hull. But none of it hurt, none of it felt real, until a metal fist tore through my cockpit and sent me flying in a shower of sparks. I landed on my back already gurgling around a mouthful of blood, sure that was the moment the sim would end. Instead you hit eject, like you couldn’t stand the thought of an unfair fight, and landed at my side. No more mech-on-mech action. Not that chat seemed to mind girl-on-girl action—not when you straddled my hips and wrapped one gloved hand around my throat, gun in the other.

    You looked scared. I’ll always remember how scared you looked, like you weren’t the one on top of me with a laser pistol in your hand—like it wasn’t you, like it was someone else shoving a gun into my mouth so hard my teeth cracked. I don’t think I ever saw you look that scared again.

    At the edges of my vision, the superimposed chat overlay accelerated to match my heartbeat: KILL HER KILL HER KILL HER whipping past, KISS HER KILL HER KISS HER as the viewcount skyrocketed. Long before I’d signed the contract, I knew S1MULANT had a reputation for snuff videos. That’s what viewers liked: girls killing one another on loop, so realistic you wouldn’t know it was VR without the obligatory disclaimer before every stream. I knew what to expect. They’d told us what to expect. But—that doesn’t mean I was ready to be the one on my back in the dirt.

    Someone spent enough bits that a song started playing. A kids’ song, something out of an old cartoon. You looked like you might be sick. Someone spent a thousand more—pingpingping, numbers flashing pink in the periphery—to put a glowing cowboy hat on you. Stupid. Stupid.

    “It’s okay,” I said, or would have said, if you didn’t have a pistol in my mouth. “You look so beautiful,” I might have said, or “I’m really glad it’s you, Mira,” or “you can make it up to me later,” but I couldn’t say any of that, because then someone spent five thousand bits and the gun in my mouth blinked into a claymore, and chat went nuts, and my vision went black.

    I came out of my simtank already crying, mouth watering so bad I couldn’t keep from spitting all over the perfect polished tile. Every inch of my body hurt just like it had in the sim. You were out of your tank and across the room before my vision cleared; you tore two wires coming out. Later, when Daniel delivered a bill and a warning, you said you didn’t care.

    That was my first mistake. You said I don’t care about the bill, and I thought you meant I care about you. How was I supposed to know better, when you tore two wires trying to get to me? When you held my hair as I vomited in the corner? When you touched me like an apology?

    “I’m sorry,” you said, “sorrysorrysorrysorry,” like you were about to start crying too. “I didn’t mean to—I didn’t even know they—that it would—fuckfuckfuck,” and then you tugged me close and pinned me against your shoulder despite my tears and my wet mouth.

    The first time you killed me, I realized how much I liked it when you comforted me.

    The first time you killed me, I realized how much I liked it when you hurt me.

    The next day, when you asked if we could stream something different—a racing game or a truck sim or maybe just talking—and Daniel said no, I didn’t argue. So, that’s what we did. Again and again, that’s what we did. You killed me. You comforted me.

    That’s what we did, until you ruined it.

    • • • •

    This time, when you kill me, I don’t end the stream.

    After all these months, I’ve gotten better at separating simulated pain from my physical body, which is a polite way to say I don’t barf in the corner after every stream anymore. Instead I linger in virtual space—scrolling chat, catching my breath, saying hi to the regulars. You’re already gone. There’s no trace of you: just the sickly glow of the overlay. Same fight, different day.

    The numbers look okay. Not good, not bad. My views have dropped lately, but they haven’t plummeted, which is more than some streamers can say post-crackdowns. For the most part, though, no one donates like they used to, not even my regulars. Feels like they’re rooting against me, and not in the fun i hope she gets ufckin pulped lmao way. Just bitching and moaning, nonstop git gud and show tits? and teabagging emotes. I know my streams aren’t as good as when you were here, really here. Still, I used to think people liked me. Now I don’t know what they like.

    Someone donated a hundred subs in chat while I was busy getting my skull obliterated, which should make Daniel happy, at least. If the agency’s happy—if the agency leaves me alone—I’m happy. I don’t care about subs. I care about keeping Daniel off my back. And I care about my tips. A few thousand dollars more and I’ll be able to upgrade my simtank. The latest and greatest in simulated intelligence, the ad says. I check it a dozen times a day; I’ve watched every review.

    I’ve been saving since you left. It’s slow. The bits people spend on emotes or power-ups go straight to me. I never see revenue from ads or subs. Fifteen percent goes to Daniel. Sixty goes to S1MULANT. Lucky thirteen goes to housing; staying in the agency house is mandatory, but it’s the first time in my life I’ve had a reliable place to stay, so I can’t complain. The rest goes to our debt. All the girls in the house lease our simtanks. Last time I checked, I was on track to pay mine off in twenty-seven years.

    I swipe through a few other streams, stalling. A couple of the other S1MULANT girls are online. Ten thousand other strangers. These days, no one simstreams fights, not the way you and I do. The way we did. It’s not that people don’t want to watch girls die on camera anymore. The viewers for the VR streams are there. But—I don’t know. Everything’s different now. Everything’s harder. I try not to care. Try to keep my head down and pretend I don’t care about the algorithm pissing acid in my face.

    Eventually, I log off and unhook myself from the simtank. The best part is the part where you kill me. This is the second-best part: the part where I get to admire the marks left behind by the machine. The wires leave raw patches on my arms; I already know there will be violent bruises around my eyes from the headset. They aren’t the right marks—the marks you’d left on me in the sim, never really there—but they’re something.

    They’re proof that once you touched me.

    Without the headset, the world shifts from lurid purples and neon-lit geometry back to the sim-room: damp, dark, cold. The lights went out a month ago. No one from S1MULANT ever came to fix them. We spend so much time in the tanks. It doesn’t make sense to keep the house nice too.

    Outside the tank, outside the sims, everything is shit.

    But in the sim, there’s only you. There’s you, and you, and you: a thousand recorded fights, each one home to a different memory, a different ghost. It’s almost like you never left.

    • • • •

    Daniel calls before I’ve even left the room. When I answer, his face looms larger than life in the center of my vision. He looks tired, like he’s forgotten to turn on his usual filters.

    “Em, honey,” he says, like we’re friends, like he’s you, like he has any right to call me that: “Do anything else, I beg you. Anything. Sit there and talk. Take a shit on stream, for all I care. But this—no more of this. The fighting. The goddamned motherfucking lesbionic rerun show.”

    “I brought in forty-seven thousand viewers at peak today,” I say, trying to find the doorknob through Daniel’s flickering face. He never makes an audio call when he can subject me to his face instead. Sometimes I fantasize about ripping the S1MULANT implant right out of my skull. They’d bill me for it, though, and probably sue me for breach of contract too.

    “And, what, a thousand reports of adult content? Tell me, Emel, sweetie, is that good? Is it good, do you think, to have forty-seven thousand people watching a demonetized video?”

    “Okay,” I say as flatly as I can. We’ve had this conversation a hundred times since you left. Blowing someone’s brains out in VR isn’t adult content, not according to the new terms of service. You can turn a face to paste. You can do worse than that, if you want. Put two men or two women together, though—let one of them touch the other’s throat just right—let them look at one another like I can’t help looking at you, the way I wish you’d look at me—and you’re in trouble, even if one is only a recording. That used to be different. A lot of things did.

    “Okay?” Even through the static blue cast of the call, Daniel looks red. “Okay, okay, you want to get kicked around like a dog, so be it. We can work with that, honey. But no more reruns, no more dyke-drama-power-hour, no more woe-is-me. We’ll get some testosterone in there, set up a collab for with one of the boys from MCA, shake the censors off my back—”

    “Okay.”

    “What about the kid who does the shoot-’em-up content? Justin? Jason? Jaxon?”

    “Okay,” I say again, flatter somehow. “Sure. Yes. Are we done? Can I go shower?”

    He looks like he wants to strangle me. If he were here, he’d probably try. He’d grab my shoulders and yell like he used to yell back when he came to the house to check on us, back before the agency replaced his weekly visits with cameras in every corner. Used to be a lot easier for him to control what we streamed until someone realized it would be cheaper to leave us alone with the cameras and the tanks and the blown-out lights, even if that meant the occasional demonetized video.

    Instead he ends the call, and I’m alone in the dark with the ghost of you.

    Every corner of the house makes me think of you. In the white of the shower, beneath a flickering yellow bulb, a dribble of blood carves its way down my thighs to stain the water at my feet. I shut my eyes, tilt my head back, and remember leather-gloved hands, your high-collared mech-pilot’s uniform. I close one hand around my throat. I tell myself you’re the reason for the blood between my legs. Then I finger myself and pretend it’s you until Felicity pounds on the door and starts screaming at me to stop hogging the shower. When I get back to the bunkroom, I climb to the top and sprawl out in my bunk, so close to the ceiling I can almost feel it crushing me. I think about you. I think about the nights we spent in your bunk, me holding my breath, you whispering this doesn’t mean anything.

    I think about calling you. I think about asking if you watched.

    No, you would say. No, I don’t watch the simstreams, because you’re so much better than me, because you don’t think about me, because you don’t wonder, because you don’t care.

    I don’t call. I never do.

    • • • •

    Every minute I’m not streaming is money lost; every minute I spend alone in my bunk makes me want to jump off the roof. So, when I wake up at four in the morning and see I’m not scheduled until eleven, I go straight to the simtanks anyway. S1MULANT doesn’t mind if we stream when we aren’t on the schedule so long as we don’t miss our scheduled blocks. They’d probably like it if we streamed twenty-four hours a day anyway.

    I just—want to see you.

    As soon as I go live, viewers trickle into chat. Regulars, mostly: the same names every day. I’m pretty sure some of them get off to the streams. To me. The worst ones tell me they do, so I don’t have to guess. You can’t use the tanks without going live. If we could, I’d never leave.

    “Hi, chat,” I say, doing my best to sound cheerful. “Hi, junkman69. Welcome, rawdogrizz. Thank you for the subs, Mister_Bitch. Quiet in here today. How’d you get here? Stream coming up in search? Trying to figure out if I’ve gotten myself shadowbanned again, or—”
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    I scroll through old recordings, doing my best to ignore the machine-gun ping of chat. It’s all here, Mira: every time you’ve ever killed me, every wound left in your wake. Laser swords on a spaceship bridge. An old-timey desert shootout. Lances on horseback. Chat lights up when I scroll past the laser swords. That’s what my audience likes. Mechs, lasers, spaceships.

    I want something different today. I want to see your face.

    The simtank can’t change the recording. You’re an echo. A ghost, just like in the racing games I used to play as a kid: a simulation of a simulation, forever retracing the steps the real you told the virtual you to take once upon a time. Everything will be different once I upgrade my tank. No more reruns. You’ll even be able to think for yourself, according to the reviews. Indistinguishable from the real thing! Meet your heroes in VR! Bring your loved ones back to life! A few thousand dollars more, that’s all, and I’ll be able to talk to you again, Mira. I’ll be able to ask you anything. Everything.

    “I’m upgrading my simtank soon,” I say idly to the chat. “Content will be better then. If you aren’t subbed yet, now’s the time.”

    If anyone responds, I miss it. I’m busy putting the final touches on today’s stream. I’ve picked a replay of one of our last fights. Not one of the historical settings, not some far-flung planet, but something closer to home: a bar brawl, all neon lights and pulsing beats and a bartender with more decorative implants than flesh pouring drinks in the background. My chat always likes it when there’s bystanders. Anyone who pays enough bits during this stream can watch the fight from the bartender’s body.

    I swipe the overlay as far to one side as I can get it, trying to focus on your face instead. Sometimes the sims get your expressions wrong up close; you aren’t easy to replicate. But the basics are right. Those are your eyes, so brown they’re almost black and prone to crinkling at the corners when you smile your sidelong smile. There’s the little divot of a scar in your cheek. The bow of your lips, parting as you take your place across from me, something cragged and silver glinting in between your knuckles.

    You look like you. I want you to be you.

    “Let’s go, Em,” the ghost says in your voice.

    I know everything you’ll do. I’ve replayed this fight more times than I can count. The hardest part is remembering what I did the first time. When the ghost of you comes at me swinging, I have to remember to turn my head so you’re punching my mouth instead of air. I have to make it look good. I have to make people want to donate.

    Your first punch splits my lip and leaves my front teeth wriggling. With the next, I throw up an arm to protect my face and hear something crunch in my elbow, feel something pop, and then I’m laughing, falling over a chair, drooling red down my chin. Someone’s paid their way into the bartender’s shoes. They’re using the opportunity to smash every bottle on the shelf.

    Mira—you look perfect. You do. Your hair’s rumpled like when you used to touch me in your bunk, except this time you don’t get to say this doesn’t mean anything, it’s nothing, I’m just stressed, because you can’t say anything now, because the fights were always something different, something more than nothing. A few loose strands of hair stick slickly to your brow; sweat drips from your jaw and catches in the dip of your collarbone. I want to lick it up. I want to be on my back with you on top of me, salt dripping into my eyes. No swords or pistols here, not unless someone spends enough bits. Just our fists. Just your hands on my body.

    “Mira,” I croak. I can’t remember if I said your name originally. I don’t think so, because the ghost of you doesn’t react—just keeps hitting me, even when I can’t stop saying your name.

    Someone donates fifty bits. I can see the notification in the periphery of my vision, right where everything has gone black and blurred. That’s fifty cents. Fifty cents closer to asking you the question.

    Hit me, I try to say. Hurt me.

    Again and again, you do.

    • • • •

    The first time we fought this fight—the one with the bartender, the one where you hit me until your knuckles were bleeding as bad as my face—I came out of the simtank with puke already yellowing my shirt.

    It was always hardest dying like that: slow, then sudden. I remember clutching my nose, moaning low and awful like an animal, and I remember you grabbing me, half-gentle, half-violent. You thought I was crying from the memory of pain. I was crying because I didn’t want it to be over.

    Somehow, without a word, we ended up together on the shower floor, both of us still in our clothes. When someone knocked, you reached up, turned the water on, and shouted something about almost done. Then, only then, did you ease my ruined shirt over my head and toss it aside. You took my hands in yours and squeezed my fingers like you meant to break them.

    “I can’t do this anymore,” you said.

    I didn’t answer right away—I couldn’t figure out what you meant—and you released my hands, then pulled your shirt off, too. For no reason. No reason, except to wrap your arms around me. I tilted my head to crush my nose against your neck and ended up with my eyes full of hot water.

    “I’m leaving, Em. I called my parents last night and they’re making the arrangements. I have a trust I can use to buy my way out of the contract, and then I’m getting a real job. My dad’s going to let me work for him.”

    Again I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. I didn’t have anything to say. What did you want me to say, Mira? Congratulations or wow or take me with you or—I don’t know. I didn’t know. Did you want me to beg? I didn’t have anyone to offer me a job. I didn’t have a trust fund. I only had you.

    “The sims are so fucked,” you said. You were talking faster, gripping me harder. “It’s fucked, all of it. I thought it would be different, do you know what I mean? I thought it would be better.”
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