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River Ascending
Jared Millet

Are we rolling?”
“Another minute, Hex.”
“Hurry up, Mora. It’s cold out.”
“Sissy hab-dweller. Hold still while I check the light.”
“You checked it five times. Let’s go.”
“Fine. Stop shivering and I’ll count you in. Three . . . two . . . one.”
“The official name of  this planet is 657 Eridani IV. From space it’s 

nothing but a big, dirty cue ball with air so thin you have to wear plugs and 
a mask to keep your eardrums from bursting.

“But look a little closer into the cracks of  this ancient, weathered land-
scape, and you’ll find a surprise. Eons ago, while our ancestors were still 
living in caves and hunting with sticks, this planet started cooling and all of  
its life-forms, every microbe and macrobe, made straight for these canyons, 
chasing the last of  the water and warmth. In the process, they created some 
of  the most beautiful, delicate biomes in the galaxy.

“And in three days, it’ll all be gone.
“Welcome to Ben’s Grotto, a world of  towering glass coral, migrat-

ing rivers, and luminous, hidden seas. Join me, if  you will, on one last trek 
through the crystal cathedrals of  a dying planet.

“I’m Hector Crade. This is Crade’s Universe.”

The warmth of  the way station wrapped around Hector like a blanket, but 
he had to wait for the airlock to pressurize before going any further. Mora 
passed the time fiddling with her recording pack as three cameras floated 
in lazy orbits around her head. Hector fought the urge to run his fingers 
through his hair and coax blood back into his scalp. They weren’t done 
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shooting, and if  he smudged his makeup, Mora would kill him.
Not a bad intro for someone turning blue. The voice was that of  Hector’s 

producer, Janos Xin, beamed via cerebral downlink from the comfort of  
the Daystar Majestic’s VIP lounge a thousand kilometers overhead. But we’ll 
have to run it through an audio scrubber. I could hear your teeth shaking.

“Too bad,” said Hector. “We’re on a deadline. No do-overs, no second 
chances. This episode’s going to be raw. I mean, that’s the point, right?”

Mora snorted. “He’s just complaining because he doesn’t want to go 
back out.”

What’s the problem? You didn’t mind the cold on Faumalgast.
On Faumalgast he’d been too busy running from ice bears. “I don’t 

know. It feels like we’re cheapening the place just by being here. Like we’re 
putting on a freak show in a graveyard.”

Well, get over it. A few billion people are going to watch our “freak show,” and 
without us this place will slide right off  the Nets. Ten years from now, no one will 
even remember it.

“Yes, boss,” Hector said in a childish singsong to tell Janos the con-
versation was over. He knew why they’d come to Ben’s Grotto, but he 
couldn’t help but feel that burrowing into his skin were millions of  Grot-
toine microbes, desperately trying to escape the fate that awaited them. 
He brushed them off  like invisible gnats and ducked through the inner 
hatch when it finally opened.

They’d already filmed for two days, though it wouldn’t be apparent in 
the final edit. Most of  the Grotto’s population had evacuated, but Hec-
tor and company had arrived just in time to catch the last of  them as they 
tidied up. He’d arrived with a shipful of  Ascensionists who planned to stay 
for the main event, communing with nature as the radiation wave from a 
supernova fifty light-years away blasted through the system, uploading their 
consciousness into digital paradise while their mortal bodies withered in 
lethal starlight.

What a bunch of  kooks. Hector did his duty and interviewed them on 
the Majestic, then Mora took shots of  them hunting for the most serene 
location from which to shed their mortal coils. Hector wanted his own final 
upload to take him by surprise, though he expected it would catch him in 
the middle of  doing something stupid.

At the moment, the Ascensionists were thankfully miles away, and 
the next thing on Hector’s schedule was dinner. As he and Mora strolled 
toward the way station’s dining hall, the sharp smell of  something frying 
pulled him out of  his thoughts. Eat, drink, and be merry. He smiled for one 

of  Mora’s cameras in case she was recording.
Wide panes of  glass revealed a panorama of  the glowing stream below. 

The resort’s staff  had already left, save for the manager, the chef, and their 
son. This way station had been a popular stopover for travelers taking the 
land route from Lake Isis to the headwaters of  the Muldon River. Now a 
single table was set with dinnerware, and waiting there was Hector’s local 
guide, Marten Dodds. Janos had made the arrangements and Mora had 
already briefed Dodds on the protocols of  recording in RealSim. Act like 
this is the first time you’ve met, she would have said. 

On cue, Dodds stood and offered his hand. “Welcome to the Grotto. 
How do you like it so far?”

“Fantastic. Nippy, but fantastic.” A camera swooped by his head, but 
Hector ignored it. “So, what’s on the menu?”

“Milk fish,” said Dodds. “It’s one of  the few native life-forms that are 
edible to humans. Kind of  like a cross between an eel and a sponge, but 
serve it over rice and it’s great.”

“So basically, we’re eating an endangered species?”
“Doomed would be more accurate.” The new voice bit Hector’s 

mood in two. “Endangered implies a certain degree of  hope.”
Hector turned to face the newcomer, freezing his expression so 

Mora’s audio wouldn’t pick up his teeth grinding. Tali Westrin, head of  
the Grottoine Studies Institute and leader of  the local Muirist movement, 
pulled up an empty chair and, uninvited, joined them at the table. At least 
Hector thought she was uninvited, but he wouldn’t put it past Janos to 
call her in behind his back. Westrin had filed several protests against Hec-
tor filming on the Grotto, which was probably her biggest mistake. The 
Network loved controversy.

At last, Hector smiled and waved for the chef ’s son to lay out more 
cutlery. “So no one’s going to grow these fish off-world?”

“Well . . .” Dodds rubbed his hands across his lap as if  ironing the 
wrinkles in his napkin. “The plan was to move as many species as possible 
off  the planet.”

“But no one’s ever been able to keep Grottoine life alive in an artifi-
cial habitat,” said Westrin. “On the Grotto, there isn’t a sharp distinction 
between individual life-forms and the surrounding environment. Every 
time we separate any part of  the ecosystem from the rest of  it, the severed 
part just dies. We’ve tried to figure out what we’re missing, but now we’re 
out of  time.”

Once again, Hector felt like a gravedigger, but his job was to stay 
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flippant. “So what are the odds we’re the last people to eat one of  these?”
Westrin’s lip curled. “You could show a little respect.”
“Of  course I want to show respect. This is a beautiful place, and it’s 

tragic what’s going to happen. But it’s more than just a world that’s dying, 
it’s a way of  life. There are thousands of  experiences no one’s ever going 
to have again. Don’t you think we should share those while we still have 
the time?”

There. Her eyes wavered, just for a second. To a Muirist, the natural 
world was a temple to be desecrated at one’s peril, but at least Hector could 
make people pay attention to it.

“Fine,” she said. “Eat your milk fish. Try the chalroot sauce. Take a 
few photos, and be sure to buy a hat at the gift shop. Experience what life 
was like on Ben’s Grotto for the average, hardworking tourist. You still 
won’t have a clue what’s really being lost when that supernova tears through 
here.”

She wiped the corner of  her eye as the chef  served three helpings of  
what looked like white sausage. Hector had once been a Muirist himself, 
but if  he offered Westrin any sympathy it wouldn’t play well with his audi-
ence. For the broadcast, Janos would write him a nice, snarky rejoinder so 
that Westrin wouldn’t get the last word. For the moment, however, he ate 
his milk fish in silence.

It was delicious.

The next morning, Hector was back on the bank of  the Muldon, this time 
covered from neck to toe in a thermal bodysuit. His nostrils fogged his 
transparent pressure mask, and the painful plugs in his ears made it hard 
to hear anything that wasn’t coming through his mental downlink. The 
planet’s atmosphere had the right mix of  nitrogen and oxygen, but it was 
so thin that an unmodified human would die from pressure sickness and 
asphyxiation without the proper equipment. Janos would want to pipe in 
some canned music to fill the auditory void in the broadcast, but Hector 
planned to fight for at least a few minutes of  Grotto’s unworldly silence.

Mora’s cameras gyrated overhead while she crouched on a boulder and 
adjusted her data streams. Hector flinched at the tiny shock when she 
added his implant to the mix. Sorry, she said over the downlink. 

He focused on calming the butterflies he sometimes felt before the 
“crazy stunt” part of  the show. For the next portion of  the program, anyone 

tapping their RealSim would see, hear, and feel whatever happened to him, 
and he had an image to maintain.

He was Hector Crade. The Brave. The Fearless. The Completely Insane.
Dodds knelt over a metal kayak in the gravel near the river. Black paint 

covered a hundred dents and scuffs, but the control pad for the craft’s 
magnetic repellers seemed to have just been installed. Dodds keyed a final 
check sequence and pronounced it good.

“You’ve run rapids before, I take it?”
“Oh, sure,” said Hector. “This looks like the boat I took through the 

straits on Cullrae.”
“You ever shoot them going upstream?”
Hector looked at the river. What had been placid the day before was 

now moving with a heavy current. Despite everything that sense, reason, 
and the laws of  physics told him, the river was flowing the wrong direction. 

It wasn’t just water, of  course. Pure H2O would have sublimated away, 
but the Grotto’s microbes had evolved to secrete an iron-rich thickening 
agent that increased the water’s viscosity enough to remain liquid at low 
pressure. It also let the microbes drag the river along when they migrated 
upstream to feed, breed, and die.

“Mostly it’s like regular kayaking,” said Dodds, “and that’s what gets 
you in trouble. The metal hull responds to the magnetism of  the microbes 
that pull the river uphill. The paddle is fiberglass so the same magnetism 
won’t yank it out of  your hands.” He sliced it through the tide pool to dem-
onstrate. The shimmering liquid clung to the blade just a little too long.

Dodds continued, “If  you get complacent and start thinking this is any 
other river, you’ll forget that gravity and the current are pulling two differ-
ent directions. Then you splat yourself  on a rock.

“When you hit the rapids, keep your stern down and your bow high. 
Follow the deepest part of  the channel, and for the love of  all that’s holy, 
don’t go into a bow stall. Some of  the bumps will throw you right into the 
air. Lean into it, not back, or you’ll flip over longways and we’ll have to 
scrape what’s left of  you off  of  the river floor. Any questions?”

“Just one,” said Hector. “Where’s the cup holder?”
Dodds didn’t answer. Hector winked for the camera, then Mora 

switched to full sense-feed. From there on, his legion of  fans would be 
seeing and feeling through his own nervous system, minus a few post-
production edits.

He climbed into the kayak without any trouble, though he deliberately 
gave the boat a wobble to churn the stomachs of  his more sensitive viewers. 



Leading Edge River Ascending

24 25

While Dodds squeezed into his own boat, Hector nosed his craft into the 
current and spun around to face the canyon.

A silver hall with a roof  of  stars stretched before him. Silica deposits in 
the cliffs sparkled in the morning sunlight. The canopy of  the local galactic 
arm receded from the dawn, and all but the brightest stars would soon wink 
out entirely. The river tugged at his craft as if  to pull it out from under him. 
He could see what Dodds meant about gravity; he felt like the rope in a 
tug-of-war. He deliberately plunged into the water on his right, spinning to 
get his viewers’ blood flowing.

Don’t do that too much, Hex, signaled Mora. You might fry your implant in 
the EM down there.

Copy, he answered.
Aloud, Hector said, “Well, folks, here goes the last river-ride through 

the valleys of  Ben’s Grotto. Fasten your safety straps, slug down your bev-
erage of  choice, and whatever you do, don’t try this at home.”

Dodds waved him forward and they paddled into the thick of  the 

current. Thick was definitely the word. The more Hector plowed ahead, 
the less it felt like water at all. He tipped his bow, then his stern, then 
spun in a double-pump cartwheel as the river squelched below. For the first 
stretch of  the trip, the current bubbled but was otherwise smooth. Hector 
slipped into an easy rhythm and let his muscles learn the basics of  paddling 
the milk-like stream. 

Soon they came to a jagged bend where the river sluiced right, and then 
hard back to the left. Hector sped through with ease, but when he came 
to the next straightaway, he dipped his kayak’s nose to slow down, just as 
Dodds had warned him not to. 

The boat punched him in the spleen as it hit a rocky ledge. He lurched 
backward, tipping his prow up, and the force of  the current slurped him 
over the rock. He popped into the air with his bow too high and his stern 
slipping beneath him. He lunged forward to halt his rotation and smacked 
his boat in a belly flop on the surface of  the stream.

“Okay, kids. Lesson one: don’t dip your nose. Lesson two: ow.”
Ahead, Dodds turned in his seat and gave a hand sign to ask if  he was 

okay. Hector replied with a thumbs-up and plowed on.
The river grew shallow and wide, bringing the rocky bottom closer to 

the surface. Hector imagined billions of  hungry, horny microbes hopping 
over the stones in a mad rush for the distant plateau that was the Muldon’s 
headwater. His kayak plummeted forward, pushing his tailbone deep into 
the fiberglass seat. 

Before him lay a churning field of  boulders. Dodds hit them first and 
appeared to float over the rocks like someone flying in a dream, gently tap-
ping the waves with his oar to keep his boat aloft.

But Hector couldn’t see the way through. The first rapid rushed toward 
him, boulders and crags flying like a silver avalanche, and at the last possible 
moment he saw the channel—narrow and twisted as a crack of  lightning.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”
After that, there was no time to think. The river shot him forward in a 

white cascade with spray as thick as fog. It was all he could do to twist into 
the start of  the run. He steered with his hips, holding his oar high to keep 
his balance and protect his arms if  he fell over. Dodds blurred through his 
field of  vision, and rocks seemed to leap in Hector’s way to get their best 
shot at him. He couldn’t tell which way he was going or whether he was 
still on course.

His kayak bumped once, twice, then again, and a shelf  of  rock loomed 
before him. He hit his repellers to kick the bow upward, and the current 
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carried him over. There was a horrid metal screech that he felt through his 
bones, and something sharp from below poked his groin. Pain darkened 
his eyes and for a moment his stomach bottomed out. He could hear Mora 
curse from afar; his sensory output was probably pushing the limit of  what 
her receivers could handle. 

Then the river calmed. When he opened his eyes, he saw that they’d 
come to a wide, still pool in a depression that looked more crater than 
canyon. The current tugged gently upstream, but he had control once 
more. He took a gulp of  water through the sip-straw in his mask and con-
centrated on the thud of  his heart, to bring the thrill clear into focus for 
his audience. 

Beyond the rim, the gorge continued to Cyrano Falls, the last big lift 
before the uplands. It thundered from afar, even in the too-thin air. Dodds 
called over the radio in Hector’s earplugs.

“That’s about as far as we can go through this stretch. We’ll have to 
portage up the slope and pick up the river again past the falls.”

Hector winced at the spike in volume; they’d have to mask that in edit-
ing. Thrills and excitement were one thing, but needless irritation made for 
bad Sim.

“Gotcha,” he said, “but let me paddle up to the falls for a peek. For 
posterity’s sake, you know.”

“All right. There’s a pool past the next rise, but there’s no way back out 
by boat. You’ll have to backtrack on foot to reach the top.”

Hector paddled across the crater and up the next bit of  whitewater. 
While rough, it was nothing like the rapids they’d just climbed, more like 
running up a greasy slide. Thunder ricocheted off  the canyon walls. Close 
up, Hector could see that the cliffs were coated in miniature chandeliers 
pointing upward like icicle stalagmites. The glimmering spires shone with 
a thin layer of  the same microbes that made the river white. He’d entered 
the realm of  the glass corals, but these were dwarfs compared to what was 
to come.

The stream spilled over a lip into the pool that Dodds had promised, 
but the water wasn’t still. Hector had to fight the current with his paddle to 
keep from being pulled to the precipice on the far side.

Cyrano Falls wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d imagined something like 
a vid in reverse, but the water didn’t fall free. Instead, it hugged the cliff  
and bubbled like molten steel as it rose. Silver-white spray clouded the air, 
coating his skinsuit with a thousand milky droplets and shrouding the crest 
of  the hundred-meter rise. Hector signaled Mora on the downlink. There 

was no way he could pass this up.
Run me the numbers on the falls, babe.
No way, Hex. You’re out of  your flaming mind.
Come on, sweetheart. We can’t not do this.
There’s no way you can, moron!
Look, I can’t be the first to try. Someone else must have.
Static exploded through his cortex as Mora streamed raw feedback to 

shut him up. Hector cringed until his implant rebooted.
Okay, she signaled. Two or three whackos try it each year. The records say 

that only one in four make it without wrecking, and those are experienced kayakers, 
Hex, not—

“Okay folks, here’s the stupid stunt for the day. No one else will ever 
have a chance at this, and I won’t have to worry about my camera-nanny 
killing me afterward since I’ll probably die right now.”

Hector stopped fighting the current. Mora screamed in the back of  his 
skull, but he set his downlink to mute and paddled into the flow. If  he sur-
vived intact, he’d buy her a drink and let her yell until she wore herself  out.

The boulder at the base of  the falls was the first problem. Eons of  
water rushing over it from both directions had chiseled its leading edge 
into a blade. A head-on impact would split his boat in two, but if  he used 
one side of  the rock as a ramp, it might propel him past the first stretch 
of  rubble. He veered to the left, then swung to come at an angle, using his 
repellers at the last moment to get that one, crucial jump.

It was as if  a god reached from the sky and yanked his boat toward 
heaven. He almost slid out of  it; he hadn’t thought of  that until his rear end 
hung exposed over the chasm. He spread his legs against the inside of  the 
hull to stop from slipping any further. Another rock loomed above while 
his bow leaned dangerously close to vertical.

He should’ve listened to Mora. Maintaining balance and staying in the 
boat were too much to keep track of  at once, never mind steering around 
barely visible rocks. An outcrop slammed to the right. He thrust with his 
paddle, but his stern tipped even further toward vertical. 

Leaning forward wasn’t enough. He raised his oar and extended as 
much weight as he could toward the bow, hoping all the time that he 
wouldn’t slip the last few inches out of  the boat.

His kayak tipped forward and he lost all ability to steer. His boat 
slapped hard on a rock and he hit himself  in the face with his oar. Bitter 
copper filled his mouth and a crack appeared in his mask. He lurched back 
upright and readied for the next bit of  violence.
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It never came. Somehow, he’d made it. 
The falls were behind him. The river gurgled to either side and a 

channel formed in the center, sliding him upstream like a marble down a 
groove. The canyon walls were gone. Low hills rose beyond the banks to 
the barren plains of  the surface. The sky seemed so much closer, as if  he 
could reach up and touch it. Even in the morning sun, the beacons of  the 
galactic arm shone down.

He flipped Mora’s audio back on.
Hex, come back! Are you all right? Are you hurt? Do you need a medic?
Ice out, Mora. Tell Dodds I took the quicker route, and to come up on his own. 

You better follow, too.
Mora’s silence stretched for several moments. You’re an idiot, Hex. A 

no-good, fatherless, void-sucking idiot.
I love you too, sweetie.
A shimmer off  to his right caught his eye. Something like a miniature 

ice sculpture twinkled just under the waves and was gone. Another fol-
lowed after, this one breaking the surface with its needle-like crest. On the 
left, three more appeared, brilliant crystalline outcrops where none should 
possibly be.  

“Oh, wow. This is fantastic.” He tried to think of  something clever to 
say, but a rock he hadn’t seen flung his kayak into the air. Without thinking, 
he wrenched around and threw himself  into a spin. The offending boulder 
loomed below him, speeding right toward his face. The last words to flash 
through his mind were commercial break. Then, black.

Consciousness came with a jolt like forceps prying his head apart. Cold 
lapped around him and static buzzed in his skull. The left side of  his face 
felt oddly numb. He put a hand to his head and it came away covered in 
blood. His plug was gone, and so, most likely, was his eardrum. He was sur-
prised that he wasn’t in more pain. Probably shock. 

He wondered if  he was still transmitting. “Mora?”
He couldn’t hear his voice, or Mora’s either. His downlink must have 

been dead, as his camera-jockey wasn’t pitching a fit to melt his brain. He 
sat up, the current washing around him.

The river came up to his chest. The bottom was glassy smooth. A low 
boulder had kept his head above the rush, but it didn’t look like the one that 
had knocked him out. Nothing around him was familiar, and there was no 

way of  knowing how far he’d drifted upstream. His kayak was missing—
either dashed to pieces, carried away, or both. 

He checked himself  over before trying to stand. His arms were intact, 
though his right wrist was swollen. His vision was fine, but there was a bulge 
on his forehead and a gash on his neck. His blood mixed with the milky 
flow of  the river, though he didn’t know if  he was giving the microbes a 
feast or indigestion. His bodysuit felt loose on his left shoulder, probably 
torn where he couldn’t reach. He pushed to his feet and his right knee gave 
out.

don’t stop keep moving
He splashed in the river as his leg crumpled. Pain spiked through his 

confusion over what had just come through his implant. Was it a signal 
from Mora or just his imagination?

keep moving silly almost there
That wasn’t Mora. They weren’t really even words, just impressions 

through his downlink from somewhere outside his head.
come to the surface come to the starlight come as we reach for the sky
“Oh, wow.” Hector’s lips formed the words though he couldn’t hear 

himself  speak. He dragged himself  to the top of  the boulder and looked 
upriver. The current bubbled around him toward a gradual stone stair. The 
banks near where he’d washed up were mere dunes, and he knew that if  he 
climbed them (a simple feat if  his leg were working) he would see the end-
less plain of  the planet’s upper surface. The stair to the top was guarded 
by a pair of  silent glass sentries like minarets made of  candy canes. Their 
surfaces shimmered white as the river rushed between them.

join us join us join us
Hector blinked.
Who are you? he sent through the link.
move feast light shadow fall rise dance
Well, ask a stupid question. Maybe he was just hallucinating. He checked 

the oxygen collector on his mask. Though its tiny display was smashed, he 
felt like he was breathing fine. If  he was suffering from hypoxia, maybe he 
was too far gone to notice?

air is good but walker use too much
“Okay, that’s enough. Who am I speaking to?”
you are speaking
“Yes, but what—”
long time since walker spoke thought you were dumb like fish
Was this real? Hector tried to get a grip on himself. Westrin had told him 
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that on Ben’s Grotto there wasn’t a sharp distinction between individual 
life-forms and the environment. Was this the voice of  the microbes? Was 
the river itself  intelligent? Could it think?

everything thinks even fish everything is we except for walker will walker be 
we now too?

That last thought was definitely a question, the first the voice had 
asked. Hector got the feeling that whatever he was speaking to wasn’t used 
to asking questions. It was used to simply knowing.

“‘Walker,’” he said. “That is, me, I, um . . . I can’t be ‘we’ but I’d like to 
talk. I’d like to . . . Oh, how do I explain what an interview is? The other 
‘walkers’ are going to think I’m crazy.”

be we with them and they will know
He had an image of  a sea, all its life intermingled, all one mind. Then 

tendrils breaking off, shooting up the valleys to reach the high places where 
the light was clear, and then flowing back to the source to be “we” again. 
He pictured all the lakes and valleys that linked and unlinked across the 
planet as the rivers flowed where they wanted. He wished his downlink 
were working so he could tell someone. Assuming he hadn’t gone crazy, 
the life-forms on this planet had a sentience more fleeting, more ephemeral 
than anything ever imagined.

And in two days, they were all going to die.
what is die?
They didn’t know. Of  course they didn’t know about the supernova, 

how could they? How could they even comprehend the end of  their own 
existence? How could he explain? Should he?

walker fears die silly the river ends the river flows again
Not this time, but Hector buried the thought. “Walkers are like fish. 

We’re dumb.”
join us follow us come to the end we will show you not to be afraid
He tested his leg, but it wouldn’t take his weight. At the very least he’d 

torn a muscle, but it felt like he’d broken something too. Grotto’s gravity 
wasn’t quite a full gee, so he crawled with his other limbs while letting the 
leg float behind him. In his mind, he heard the river laugh.

The steps to the plateau were a problem. There was a channel down 
the center that would’ve been perfect for his kayak, but it was too smooth 
for his hands and knees to get traction. Instead, he made for some rocks 
on the right. Their edges were smooth as well, but there was enough of  a 
shelf  to drag himself  up from one to the next. Glass coral grew from every 
surface, but he resisted the urge to touch it—partly because of  how sharp it 

looked, but also because he wanted to disturb the habitat as little as pos-
sible. At last, he pulled himself  over the final ledge and almost stopped 
breathing at what he saw.

It was a forest of  glass in the sky. From where Hector lay, no dividing 
line marked the horizon. He hung in a sphere of  blue with the sun and a 
handful of  the brightest stars, alone in the void but for the forest of  crystal. 

Once the river crested the final rise, it spread evenly across the plain, 
changing from milky white to reflective silver. There was glass coral every-
where, gigantic crenellated spires of  which the shards he’d seen before 
were mere sketches. The billion, trillion microbes of  the river scaled those 
towers, leaving bits of  themselves and taking pieces of  those that went 
before, soaking up the sunlight and exploding into millions of  offspring.

this is the end and beginning be with us and reach for the sky can you hear the 
stars as they sing?

He couldn’t, even through his downlink’s connection to the river. All 
he could do was weep at the beauty of  it all. All this life, all this wonder, and 
it was all going to vanish before anyone got to know it. The humans who 
lived here were heading into exile and those stupid Ascensionists had come 
to upload into digital heaven, but this life, the true life of  this world, was 
going to be wiped out. If  only Tali Westrin and the few who cared about 
preserving the Grotto had managed to duplicate the environment for these 
beings off-world. They hadn’t found the one crucial element . . .

Hector gasped. He knew what it was. He knew how to save them.

An hour later, a rescue flyer arrived. He waved and shouted for it not to 
come close; he didn’t want its antigrav to disturb the microbes. Somehow 
the pilot understood, and the craft lowered a sling instead of  coming 
closer. Through his growing pain, it was all Hector could do to strap 
himself  into the harness and let them reel him up.

A pair of  cameras circled as he drew skyward, while a third sped away 
to film the coral. Mora waited in the flyer with her jaw clenched, but her 
eyes creased with worry.

“Don’t you ever, ever do anything like that again,” she said, “or so help 
me I’ll cut off  your head and make you do the rest of  your shows from 
inside a jar.”

A young female medic pulled Hector all the way into the flyer. 
Marten Dodds was right behind her. “I’m sorry the rescue took so long,” 
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he said. “It was Westrin’s fault. She didn’t want to spare any shuttles from 
the evacuation.”

“Where is she?” asked Hector. “I need to talk to her right now.”
“So do I,” said Mora, “with a lead pipe.”
“Not like that. Did you get anything from my implant? Is it still sending?”
“Yeah, but there’s some weird interference in the signal.”
“I’m not surprised,” said the medic. “You’ve got a crack in the back of  

your head full of  river slime. Let me clean it—”
“Don’t!” said Hector. “Don’t mess with it. I need you to do something 

else. What’s your name?”
“Jean. Look, Mr. Crade, you should really—”
“Jean, I need you to cut my head open. Can you do that?”
Everyone in the flyer stared at him in silence. 
“Okay, that’s enough,” Mora finally said. “Doc, just trank him and do 

what you need to do.”
“No,” said Hector. “No one’s tranking anyone. Somebody get me Tali 

Westrin, and Mora, you call Janos right now. There’s something we need to 
set up and we haven’t got much time.”

Janos Xin’s black suit and black-feathered hair made him almost disappear 
into the starscape on the viewing deck of  the Daystar Majestic. Hector 
limped over to him at the huge transteel bubble and watched the reced-
ing speck of  Ben’s Grotto, his leg encased in a splint as healing nanobots 
did their work. Tali Westrin stood nearby, while Mora sat behind a bank 
of  monitors arranged across several dining tables. The light from the 
oncoming supernova wasn’t visible yet, and the Majestic would flick into 
hyperspace before it actually arrived.

“Such a shame,” said Janos. “We’ll have to get you to break your head 
more often. Who knows how many great discoveries we’ve missed by 
observing simple safety precautions.”

“You’ll leak what we found, right? That should spike the viewership, 
especially if  we pretend we’re going to cover it up.”

“For ratings?” asked Westrin.
“Yes, for ratings.” Hector turned to her. “You told me I’d never under-

stand what was being lost here. Well, I want as many other people as 
possible to understand it as well.”

“How are the databanks holding up?” asked Janos.

“Surprisingly well,” said Mora from her fortress of  monitors. They 
showed a vast stream of  incoming data, a flood of  digitized consciousness 
greater than the collected minds of  all the Ascensionists still waiting for 
their turn. Those would upload in the last few seconds before the deadly 
wall of  gamma rays swept through the system. Until then, the Muldon 
River was making one last ascent to a realm it had never imagined.

“It was tricky until I figured out how to pick the microbes’ voice out 
of  the EM distortion,” said Mora. “The consciousness upload is going 
smoothly, though I don’t think the captain liked us wiping the entertain-
ment library to make room for it.”

Janos sighed. “Some people don’t understand priorities.”
“And the bio tanks?” asked Westrin. In the ship’s hold, tied into the 

feed from Mora’s upload, were several enormous tanks filled with over a 
hundred thousand liters of  river water, microbes, coral, and every other bit 
of  fauna Westrin’s people could scoop up. Normally, it would have all been 
dying, separated from its home, because even that vast volume of  biomass 
wasn’t enough to maintain the tenuous group-mind of  the river. However, 
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with the ship’s computer serving as a virtual backup for the consciousness, 
the life-forms seemed to be holding on.

“So far, so good,” said Mora. “Looks like Hector’s guess was right. As 
long as we keep the consciousness plugged in, the microbes and everything 
else seem perfectly happy in the hold.”

“Relax,” Hector said to Westrin. “They’re in good hands. The best.” 
He winked at Mora, who was single-handedly accomplishing what decades 
of  Grotto researchers couldn’t. The problem had simply been one of  scale. 
Westrin could never have evacuated enough of  the native life to maintain 
the group consciousness. Once it had been identified though, it was simple 
enough to use Ascensionist software to keep the river-mind running in the 
starliner’s memory.

“You know,” said Westrin, “you weren’t the first to communicate with 
the Intelligence, or whatever we want to call it. There have been encoun-
ters for decades, but no one took them seriously. I never . . . It was always 
assumed that the reports were hallucinations or cries for attention. That we 
should only find out now . . .”

“We found out in time. That’s what matters.”
“I only wish we could save more of  them,” said Westrin. “Who knows 

how many voices the planet had? Was each river different? Were there more 
personalities, or were they all the same? Even the parts of  the Muldon 
we’re leaving behind—”

“You saved what you could,” said Hector. “Find them a new home and 
maybe someday you’ll have an answer.”

“Here it comes,” said Mora. Before Hector could ask what she meant, 
the stars slipped out of  existence to be replaced by a computer simulation 
as the ship entered hyperspace. Mora tapped a few keystrokes and nodded 
in approval.

“The hyperlink is good. We’re still receiving from the planet. You guys 
want to jack in?” 

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” said Westrin.
“That’s show business,” said Hector. “The whole point is to feel some-

one else’s experience, and this is our chance to show people what it’s like to 
be an intelligent river. Besides, after we broadcast this, your funding should 
go through the roof.”

Mora offered them each cables for their implants and affixed a fourth 
to a patch under her ear. Janos placed his on the back of  his wrist, Westrin 
to a patch over her heart. Hector scratched the temporary implant the 
medic had given him after removing his original and connected himself.

A hundred million miles away, on the surface of  Ben’s Grotto, sat a 
slowly rotating camera and a hyperlink broadcaster strapped to a ten-meter 
coral. Below, suspended under the surface of  a mirror-clear lake, sat Hec-
tor’s original implant in a solution of  his own flesh and blood, mixed with 
that of  the Grotto’s microbes. On the Daystar Majestic, their kin sped away 
on an exodus to safety while a handful of  humans listened to the final 
thoughts from a doomed world.

sing dance play new children drink light and grow strong
soon we rush home and be we with the other waters
oh look what a bright new star. ·
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Benjamin: “In the autumn of 1971, a man used to 
come to our house, bearing confections in his pocket and hopes of  ascer-
taining the life or death of  his family.” This is the opening line of  Jhumpa 
Lahiri’s “When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine.” The line is equal parts con-
tract and invitation—as the best lines always are.

The reader feels compelled to ask several questions right off  the bat. 
Why is this man’s family in danger? Why has he come to the narrator’s 
house? Why has this man stuck out in the mind of  the child so many years 
later (the retrospective frame invites us to see a child, as does the candy)? 
What circumstances have arisen to cause, and why would the universe 
allow, whatever terrible thing has befallen the sort of  man who would 
think to bring even a few candies for his hosts? Of  course, one could spi-
ral out of  control with the questions (does he bring small candies because 
he can’t afford something more substantial, for instance). And yet even 
the spiraling questions aren’t fruitless.

The more questions we ask, the more we are invited to care about the 
characters. And the further into the story we read, the more answers we 
receive. We do not have all the answers at the outset; in fact, if  we did, sur-
prise, surprise, we’d have no reason for the story to exist. Instead we have 
been given enough to invite us into the world of  the story; we can identify 
the impetus for the story without being told the conflict or some cheap 
takeaway, and we must know what happens—in the story, and to this man. 

That said, Fullmetal Alchemist.

Fullmetal Alchemist and the  
Art of Beginning
Benjamin Blackhurst and Neal Silvester

Neal: I’ll take it from here, Benjamin.
I read somewhere recently that the goal of  the writer shouldn’t be to 

“hook” the reader as much as seduce them. Thus, you don’t have to, and 
perhaps even shouldn’t, start in medias res or with a “grabby” line. Those 
can be jolting, confusing, and unsettling if  done wrong. There are more 
ways to usher in your story than starting with high-octane action.

The writer has the job of  making the reader, as fast as possible, care. 
And no story element does that better or more naturally than the charac-
ters. Sympathetic characters makes us naturally want to know what happens 
next because we care about them and want to see them succeed. They 
must deserve our care. This doesn’t mean we need to feel sorry for them, 
but simply to be invested. While we read or watch, we should be experi-
encing emotion with them. Their fate is our fate.

Fullmetal Alchemist gives us someone to care about. Two boys, imme-
diately, within three minutes of  starting. We are presented with music of  
hopefulness and wonder with the world of  alchemy, a hope and a wonder 
they share. And then, suddenly, tragedy strikes. Horror and bloodshed. 
Images of  things we don’t fully understand, and yet instantly our hearts 
are invested in Edward and Alphonse—two brothers that are creatures of  
love, and are innocent, and who endure suffering together.

And it’s that aspect of  only partial comprehension that helps keep 
us watching. What is it that actually happened? Why did it happen? And 
what will happen next? How will these two brothers, their lives shattered 
by a succession of  tragedies, find solutions to these impossible prob-
lems? Within three minutes we are tethered to them, their problems have 
become our problems, their desperation our desperation, and we crave 
answers and brim over with compassion.

Characters are key. More often than not, descriptions of  scenery or 
even announcement of  mysteries don’t make me keep reading. Beautiful 
prose can hypnotize a reader, mysteries and plots can keep us guessing to 
the end, but when all is said and done, readers (and viewers) want to know 
about people. Characters, more than anything, are what keep us glued and 
keep us longing. ·

e d i t o r i a l
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Ah, here we are, with our results.
But first I have to apologize for some miscommunication. The Best/

Worst First Line contest wasn’t really about catchy or terrible opening lines. 
It was really about packing a whole ridiculous story into one sentence. With 
these lines, you don’t really need to read any further. They contain every-
thing you need to know about them with only one period (and a few 
semicolons, true). Maybe we’d like to know more, but they’re satisfying on 
their own. Some of  the entries we received were actually probably pretty 
good opening lines! But they didn’t make us giggle or groan, and that’s the 
standard we were unconsciously judging against. So, apologies to those val-
iant writers who gave us sincere submissions, and to them I say, use them in 
an actual novel; we’d probably read them there. These, however, were the 
ones that gave us the greatest enjoyment without needing to know anything 
more about the stories to which they allude.

Winners
First Place: Emily Swaim
How Rufus Gamstein Won the Prom

Rufus knew the only way he could get to prom on time was to steal 
his sister’s unicorn, so he rode that sucker over the football field like a 
rainbow missile, landing in the head cheerleader’s welcoming cleavage.

The Day the Grim Reaper Filed for Retirement
“Look, Satan, all I’m saying is that Earth would be better off  with a lot 
less hamsters,” argued Death as she summoned up house pet statistics 
on the cracked monitor of  Satan’s Dell Dimension 4600 desktop.

bu l w e r - l y t t on
c o n t e s t  w i n n e r s

Second Place: Nicole Marie Martinez
Stepmommy Dearest

She ignored the spit and vomit spilling from the corners of  my mouth 
and staining the rough checkered cloth and the droplets of  ocean 
pouring from my eyes and splashing onto the grimy tile floor, instead 
deciding to continue shoving the gargantuan stalk of  rough, prickly 
broccoli that looked and tasted like a slimy toilet brush down my 
throat; her voice reaching a glass-breaking octave as she shrieked at 
me that I needed my vitamins before I could engorge myself  with 
Keebler’s Chocolate Chunk cookies.

Mite-y Magic
I sneezed violently as the fairy dust exploded all over my face, caused 
by a haughty one whose sparkly skin made her seem like a badly bedaz-
zled iPhone case, and left my face looking like a byproduct of  a glitter 
malfunction at Michael’s; J. M. Barrie neglected to mention the neces-
sity of  always carrying Benadryl when handling fairies.

Third Place: Bob Manson
Rewinding

The fate of  the entire universe (and possibly many others) was in the 
hands of  one ordinary person: Timothy Lambert, the little man who 
on his laptop unwittingly unleashed precisely the right string of  char-
acters into the ether, that combination of  letters and numbers and 
symbols whose binary equivalent turned out to be the Passcode of  the 
Gods, the key to shutting down and rebooting all that ever existed; 
and suddenly Timothy chuckled in a quiet but evil tone.

Honorable Mention: Rebecca Carlson
Pencil

Auntie Fae warned Jake that the pencil she gave him for his birthday 
was magic, but he just rolled his eyes and dropped it in a drawer, which 
is how I ended up using it to write a school report on volcanoes and 
burying half  the town in ash and lava.
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Staff Contributions
Kenna Blaylock

I used to love chocolate; then I realized that it’s been scientifically 
proven to make one’s blood sweeter, and I couldn’t have that, because 
vampires.
Waking up in the morning is usually an uneventful experience, so imag-
ine my surprise when I opened my eyes this morning to blood-soaked 
sheets and a knife in my hand.

Daniel Braithwaite
She looked down at the desiccated corpse and thought, I wonder what’s 
for dinner.

Kevin Haws
As Thomas rode his fire-breathing, regenerating chocolate T-rex 
through the ruins of  his elementary school, he knew no one had ever 
wished for anything better.
To dragons, people are like marshmallows: good when fried or fresh 
out of  the bag.
Alonzo, the fine-tailed unicorn, awoke with a start from the strangest 
dream he’d ever had.

Michela Hunter
The wizard stroked his felt goatee.

Caroline Larsen
#theworldended I tweeted.

Adam McLain
The day was like High School Musical: light, fun, singing, dancing—
except for the zombies. 

Neal Silvester
I performed my own C-section.
I bet you thought blood-curdling was just a metaphor.

Samuel Wright
“Quark, quark.” The quantum duck had finally found him. ·


