
[image: ]

Copyright ©  2016 Engen Books

Hag Ridden Copyright © 2013, 2016 Tara Murphy

Whitecoat Copyright © 2014, 2016 Kenneth Tam

Sunny Days, Immune Copyright © 2010, 2016 Jennifer Combden

Mirrored Blade © 2013, 2016 Larry Gent

The Shoe, Invasion, The Chair Copyright © 2016 Matthew LeDrew

The Locket Copyright © 2016 Samuel Bauer

Flight from Dodge Copyright © 2016 Scott Bartlett

Spooky’s Gambit Copyright © 2016 Jay Paulin & Ariel Marsh

Cast, Clutter, Pack, Murder / Afterword Copyright © 2016 Erin Vance

Woven by the Thief © 2010, 2016 Melanie Collins

The Silence Between Moons © 2016 Peter J Foote

The Sorrows of War © 2016 Stacey Oakley

Healer’s Hoards © 2016 Matthew Daniels

Holy Troll © 2011, 2016 Darren Hann

Stealing Back Freedom © 2016 Christopher Walsh

Twenty-One © 2016 Alison House

Forward © 2016 Ellen Louise Curtis

Forward Excerpt © 2016 Jaqui Tam

NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of each author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First mass market paperback printing: April 2016

Cover Image: Kyle Callahan Photography

Ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-926903-51-4

Copyright 2017 Engen Books

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

SCI-FI FROM THE ROCK
a collection of short stories

[image: ]


An anthology collection of nineteen science fiction, fantasy, and thriller short stories written by the best authors working in Atlantic Canada. Featuring stories of chilling suspense, wonderment, awe and excitement by a wide array of authors, including Kenneth Tam, Scott Bartlett, bestselling author Matthew LeDrew, Ali House, and introducing amazing new talent such as Samuel Bauer, Christopher Walsh, and Peter J. Foote.
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“Melanie Collins was the last [story I] read and I wasn’t disappointed. Melanie Collins has a wonderful way with words. Reading the stories makes me want to write again.”—Jeremy Bulloch, Boba Fett

“Darren Hann can really write and he has an active imagination... he is inclined to include everything but the kitchen sink. I will definitely watch out for his prose in the future.”—John Robert Colombo, Colombo & Company

“A wonderful testing ground for new authors. Not only do we get to see what stories work, but readers get an easily accessible venue to see what authors they enjoy following and might enjoy following in the future. The work of all three authors was fantastical and imaginative, each in their own special way.”—Matthew LeDrew, author of Black Womb and Infinity

“[Steve Lake’s] visit to the age-old conflict between vampires and werewolves is a good one, but too brief. I hope [he] will take this tale and develop it, hone it and publish a larger work with this story as an integral part.”—Mark Vaughan-Jackson, The Telegram

“Each story has its own merits, but Hann’s interested me the most... This tale envisions a twisted sense of Canadiana that I found refreshing.”—David Reynolds, author of Superheroes: Popular Culture’s Modern Myths

“[Scott] Bartlett’s writing has an effortless originality.”—The Telegram

“I cannot deny the gripping dialogue and subtle foreshadowing in The Gold and Steel Saga.”—Jonathan Mallard,
Life After Death Society

“Kenneth Tam is able to take 150 characters and give us what we need. We get exciting battles, characters we care about, and we worry when the odds get to great. We feel for the RNR and the mysterious girls.”—Larry Gent, editor of 42Webs and author of Never Been to Mars 

“Such a pleasure...[Scott] Bartlett has been meticulous.”—Downhome Magazine

“[Speaking on Super Galactic Space Explorers] My favourite IWC publication: Fun, punchy dialogue; great gags; Easter egg references; a swiftly moving plot... just fantastic.”—Peter Chiykowski, Rock, Paper, Cynic
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​Foreword
Ellen Louise Curtis


[image: ]


When it first began in 2007, Sci-Fi on the Rock was the first convention of its kind to be held in Atlantic Canada for many years. I can still remember attending the first year, when the convention found itself crammed inside the Hotel Mount Pearl. I wore shiny silver sneakers, had purple hair, and excitedly dragged my mother to the event. These were the days when cosplay wasn’t so widespread, and when my eccentric fashion choices were not the norm, even in the capital city.

My mother and my father had raised me on sci-fi and fantasy: on Star Trek re-runs, Bladerunner, Labyrinth, and Star Wars; on Anne McCaffrey and Mercedes Lackey novels; on bedtime stories about faeries and unicorns; and overall it was an experience I hadn’t shared with my friends. This upbringing was how my mother got the responsibility of driving her quiet yet wild-eyed, excited daughter from the east end of St. John’s all the way out to Mount Pearl. Back then, that seemed like a long way to go, and a lot of money to spend on gas.

Now, ten years later, people drive from across the province to attend Sci-Fi on the Rock. Heck, people are flying here from across the country to be part of this volunteer-run event. Some of my closest friends today are people I would have never met without Sci-Fi on the Rock. It’s become an event that brings people of all walks of life, of many different nerdy interests, and of many talents, together. 

By the second year, the event had grown immensely, to the point that it moved to the Holiday Inn in St. John’s. That year, eagerly looking up the panel listings ahead of time, I decided to attend every writing related panel I could. I had been working on a manuscript for months, and I dreamed of it becoming more than just a pet project.

It was during Sci-Fi on the Rock II at one of these panels that I met Ken Tam and Matt LeDrew, each founders of their own publishing companies and authors themselves. I handed off my manuscript to Matt on a whim, wanting feedback and expecting the worst. The little research I had done into the industry had me absolutely terrified of receiving scathing rejection letters that would tear apart my work. Still, I wanted to grow. I wanted to be challenged.

Looking back now, I am utterly stunned that Matt enjoyed that manuscript. It hasn’t seen the light of day since, and I’ve become more and more critical of my teenaged self’s writing as the years have gone on. However, his encouragement early in my career made a world of difference to me. Sci-Fi on the Rock II became the moment I got my foot in the door and figured out what I wanted to do with my life: I wanted to keep writing.

The following year, Engen Books published NewFoundSpecFic as an imprint anthology. Now out of print, it was the first place I saw my name and my writing appear on a printed page. I was elated. That year, at Sci-Fi on the Rock III, I was behind a vendor table for the first time.

In 2010, working more closely with Matt, the first Sci-Fi from the Rock anthology was launched. It replaced NewFoundSpecFic, and was intended to celebrate the talent behind the Sci-Fi on the Rock convention. Convention organizers Darren Hann, Melanie Collins, and Steve Lake had their stories published in it. Two more editions were released in the years that followed, celebrating the talent that science fiction, fantasy, and horror authors from the Rock have to offer.

As the Engen publishing schedule grew wilder each year and our library of titles grew, Matt and I discussed going back to Engen’s roots. A reflective blog post by Jaqui Tam, author of Standing Tall: A Daughter’s Gift, and one of the first authors who attended Sci-Fi on the Rock, was one of many things that put the history of Sci-Fi on the Rock in focus for us. She wrote these words:

“[Iceberg Publishing] initially heard about Sci-Fi on the Rock from co-founder Darren Hann when we met at Polaris (then called Toronto Trek) in July 2006. He was planning the first Newfoundland convention for the following April, and was interested in having Kenneth participate as an author guest. We said yes, of course (I think it took a full half second of consideration), and when the time came we packed up books, banners, Iceberg wear and event supplies for a 40-hour whirlwind trip. We were able to go back again in 2008 and 2009, and had the pleasure of watching firsthand as the event flourished in terms of programming, guests, attendees, and profile. And every year it has gotten better.

We’ve met some great people because of Sci-Fi on the Rock, and have had the chance to make some special connections. I remember meeting Liz Durnford-LeDrew and her son Matt, who stopped by our table the first year to chat. Matt was a budding writer who was curious about publishing. By Sci-Fi on the Rock II, he was an author guest himself, set up at the table next to us with his new company Engen Books...

Sci-Fi on the Rock has given us great memories, lasting friendships, and loyal readers.”

Many writers have attended and been created by the convention over the past ten years; and to commemorate that, this collection has been curated for the 10th anniversary of Sci-Fi on the Rock. Reaching out to former guests of the convention, attendees, and our previously published authors, my fellow editor, Erin Vance, and I have attempted to ensure that this collection encapsulates everything Sci-Fi on the Rock has brought to Newfoundland and Labrador. The stories that follow this forward are a mixture of some of the best talent connected to Sci-Fi on the Rock. In these pages you will find science fiction, fantasy, horror, and everything in between. My one hope is that you, the reader, will take as much joy from them as I have from the past ten years of Sci-Fi on the Rock.

With much love and wishing you happy reading,

Ellen Curtis

Editor
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Being raised by readers and writers, perhaps it was inevitable that Kenneth Tam would take up storytelling. Now one of Iceberg Publishing’s partners and authors, he is responsible for more than thirty science fiction and alternate history novels, spread across four series.

Kenneth’s early writing took place while he was completing his BA and MA in military history at Wilfrid Laurier University. During that time, he was awarded a Balsillie Fellowship from the Centre for International Governance Innovation in Waterloo, Ontario; and after that spent a year there working for Paul Heinbecker, Canada’s former ambassador and permanent representative to the United Nations.

After his graduation, Kenneth joined the staff of Kitchener–Waterloo Member of Parliament Peter Braid, in the role of Communications Consultant. After those two years in the employ of the House of Commons, he spent four years working with his father as an advisor in wealth management, before moving to Edmonton, Alberta, and taking up the duties of Communications Coordinator with the Alberta Land Institute, at the University of Alberta.

Born in 1984 in St. John’s, Newfoundland, Kenneth has also lived in Ontario and Alberta. Book events and convention appearances have taken him all across Canada, but like most Newfoundlanders, he finds his preferred travel destination is always home to the rock. That probably explains why the island –– be it called Newfoundland or something else –– turns up so often in his writing.

He presently lives in Edmonton, Alberta. The following excerpt serves as the prologue to his novel, Whitecoat, the first of many stories in the Champions series.
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Hearing the water in her ears always helped Alex think. She figured she was a creature of the water –– not that she had any particular right to be. Her body lacked the useful control surfaces that made fish and dolphins such natural swimmers, and she’d occasionally get rude reminders that she didn’t have gills... but she still felt like a sea creature.

A strange, lanky, awkward, ocean-going mammal who did some of her best pondering while she floated in calm water, letting its soft sounds lap into her ears.

Of course, she was under no illusion that she was unique in this particular preference –– many people found floating in their tub, or in a swimming pool, to be a peaceful experience. Some even enjoyed doing it in a pond, or a nice lake. Alex supposed some might even have attempted it in a slow-moving river, though she’d never been inclined to give that a try.

What did make her rather unique was the fact that her favourite place to float was slightly more dramatic than all those alternatives, and to be entirely fair, more dangerous too. For most people. But the air here was better, and the company far more interesting.

As she took a deep breath of the cool, moist air that was tickling as much of her skin as was above the surface, Alex Smith looked very slightly to her left. Nothing but open sky that way –––– incredible blue sky looking down on an unusually placid, almost-painted ocean. There could be few more peaceful sights in either world, she imagined.

Then she tilted her head very slightly to the right and studied a great brown-green cliff towering over her. It was a sheer sheet of rock with crags, grasses and a few seagulls posted along it, all of them looking down at her with some confusion. What was a girl doing floating along a remote piece of the North Atlantic coast?

Well she was thinking. Obviously.

“Don’t mind me,” Alex called to her winged onlookers, though because her ears were in the water she couldn’t quite hear her own voice. They mustn’t have heard either, because none of them appeared to answer. Typical.

Beneath Alex the water was quite deep –– she’d swum close to the cliff so she’d be out of the strong North Atlantic currents, and could lie back in peace, but the bottom was still a black mystery beneath her. There were probably fish down there, and they’d be wondering about her presence too... but those fellows had gills. Alex tended to limit her attempts at social conversation to creatures –– human or otherwise –– that inhaled oxygen from the air, instead of sucking it out of the water.

Not that her conversations ever got too far with the birds. She blamed her natural awkwardness, though that didn’t stop her from trying. And today might be her last chance for a while.

The weeks ahead would be very busy ones –– as much as she loved to disappear for day-long swims along the coasts of Newfoundland, her upcoming responsibilities probably wouldn’t allow her much time for playing in the water. Today she’d have to get her fill...

And at least the weather was cooperating.

It was one of the most beautiful Augusts Alex had seen in her twenty years, and the North Atlantic water was somewhat less frigid than she was accustomed to. The temperature didn’t bother her too much either way –– one of the many benefits of her special physiology –– but she imagined even ordinary people might have been able to wade out into the waves on a day like this. She wouldn’t have recommended any of those people try to follow one of her lengthy swims –– even on calm days, the currents of the North Atlantic were powerful –– but perhaps some would have been able to float.

And yet nobody would have ever thought to try.

Alex was always alone in places like this –– aside from the birds, and occasional sea creatures. A porpoise had once come through, but he’d been quite rude. The fish were similarly anti-social, so mostly she kept her own counsel. But that was fine –– she had enough to think about.

Taking another deep breath of fine sea air, Alex closed her eyes and thought of her impending title –– of what it would mean. It wasn’t that the fate of the world would be exclusively in her hands... it was just that she’d be part of a large organization which could, on a given day, be responsible for the fate of the planet. Or, in fact, two planets. She was going to be a Champion.

No pressure.

There were thousands of Champions in the world, none older than twenty-five years. All of those who had preceded her were children of the savages, a breed of humans that had been taken to another planet by the decidedly unpleasant alien Hubrin, then genetically modified to be stronger, faster, and rather more cannibalistic.

Alex’s parents had been part of an expedition to that planet –– the Royal Newfoundland Regiment’s mission that had discovered the Hubrin, defeated them, and made the world safe for colonization by the British Empire and the United States. They’d also freed the children of the savages –– thousands of youths with these strengths, who had been saved from Hubrin hands in time to be able to grow up into civilized beings. With the passing of the Byng Policy in 1924, those talented children were destined to be Champions, and Alex was about to join their ranks.

But though she shared their strength and speed, she was different.

Unlike all other Champions she actually knew her real parents –– they had raised her. She possessed Champion abilities because her mother Caralynne had been killed by the Hubrin, then brought back to life and rebuilt by their scientists to have savage strength and speed. That certainly made for an interesting story at the rare dinner parties Caralynne attended –– why yes, I was dead, and my insides were in fact put back together out of spare savage parts. Would you like to see my scar? No seriously, I’ll show you my scar...

Admittedly, part of Alex’s self-proclaimed awkwardness might have come from the fact that her mother was often asked to leave fashionable society parties after she said such things (which was, of course, why she said them).

And Alex’s father was no better. Caralynne had married an American drifter called Smith –– a man who had mounted the rescue that sprung her from Hubrin captivity... even though he’d actually watched her die months before. Smith was wise and direct, but definitely not one for social situations. Alex hadn’t even learned his first name until she was nine –– he was always just ‘dad’ to her, and ‘Smith’ to everyone else.

So they were hopeless parents for teaching good social habits, and perfectly remarkable parents in just about every other way she could imagine. Smiling as she thought of them, Alex opened her eyes again.

She did not scream when she realized there was a seagull riding the breeze a few yards over her. Not at all. The technical term for her sound was a squawk, which is in fact a greeting in the seagull language.

Unfortunately, her dialect was wrong, because the seagull didn’t seem to understand the noise. He just kept floating creepily above her, his stare far too intense. It was a look she’d occasionally seen before from unwanted admirers, so she knew she needed to dissuade him –– but politely.

“Flattered by the attention, but... I’m here with someone. He’s... a manatee. Which I will admit is unusual in these waters... he’s visiting from the West Indies. He’ll be right back, but he’s just diving for seaweed...” she tried her excuse, but even as she was saying it, she knew her delivery wasn’t convincing. Indeed, because she wasn’t squawking, the gull probably didn’t even understand.

The seagull proved he wasn’t buying her story with his very next move: he untucked his little legs and feet, then started flapping. It took Alex a second to realize what he was planning, and by the time she did it was too late: he touched down on her stomach.

The cheeky bastard. Admittedly, his gray feathers gave him a distinguished look, but this was far too forward. Landing on her? He hadn’t even offered dinner... though considering how gulls transported meals, that was definitely for the best.

“I’m a cheap date, so don’t share any food, okay?”

Hearing that, he squawked. Obviously this was the gull Casanova, and as he directed a smouldering stare down his beak at her, Alex had to admit it was nice to be pursued. Despite being twenty and quite eligible, she figured she was destined for spinsterdom; all Champions were required by the Byng Policy to marry ordinary people, so their genetic enhancements could be disseminated to the wider human race.

That seemed fine for the male Champions –– ordinary socialite girls positively salivated at the chance to go with the dashing men who possessed special speed and strength. For female Champions, it was rather more complicated. While Alex’s father hadn’t been insecure about wedding a woman physically stronger than he, the hunt for a husband was undeniably more difficult for a girl who had the ability to lift her beau over her head one-handed.

And for Alex, the problem was especially acute: she was shorter and far less womanly than most of the Lady Champions. She certainly did not conform to the pinup standards in the magazines.

So maybe she should give this gull a chance. He could fly –– surely he wouldn’t be insecure.

“There could be some logistical challenges, Mister Gull, but I’m open to talking about how this could work. Unless you already have kids. That’s a deal-breaker.”

He suddenly got quiet, and Alex realized her conditions were too stringent: of course he had kids. He was probably even married. That was it, Alex prepared to shoo off her admirer... but before she could, a dory appeared and did the job for her.

She frowned as soon as the boat drifted into view past her feet. How had she managed to miss the noise of its approach? Champions had exceptional hearing, and even in the water she should have been able to detect the sounds of fishing.

By now Mister Gull was spooked –– probably worried he was about to be found out. His abrupt liftoff left Alex floating alone, watching as the dory eased right up alongside her.

At first she thought the silence meant the small craft was empty –– if there were Newfoundland fisherman aboard, there’d have been more for her to hear. There also weren’t any heads visible over the dory’s high sides, so perhaps some poor man’s lashings had come undone, and his livelihood had just drifted out to sea.

Alex could do something about that –– and since her manatee suitor was depressingly fictional, it was clear she needed to get away from this seedy piece of coast before other gulls tried their luck. Torquing her body, she let her feet fall down from the surface so that she was vertical in the water, then began to kick, just her head remaining in the air.

Sounds got a bit sharper as the water cleared from her ears, and she caught a young voice sounding a panicked cry: “We’s gonna hit the rocks!”

Aha, there were some boys on board, perhaps having gone out to drop a line in the water on this lovely day, but having lost control of their little boat. The Atlantic could be very unsympathetic in such situations –– barely 400 miles from this very cliff, the same ocean had claimed the Titanic. But today was calm enough to give the young b’ys a chance, and of course, Alex was at hand.

Without pause, she swam up to the dory, closed her hands around its side, and pulled herself far enough out of the water to see who was aboard, “Sorry to interrupt...”

The resulting screams couldn’t really be mistaken for squawks –– two young boys were in the boat, and both of them had that same reaction to the arrival of a sea monster in their midst.

“Holy jumpin’ Moses!” was the only intelligible string of sounds Alex managed to catch amongst a healthy outburst of expletives, and it made her smile.

“Nobody’s called me Moses since I shaved my beard. Mind if I come aboard?”

Even with the Moses joke, she didn’t get anything resembling a coherent answer. Probably her own fault. And now both boys looked like they were going to jump over the other side of the boat, which would have been a bad idea –– in her experience, most fishermen couldn’t swim. Realizing her terrible humor wasn’t going to diffuse the situation, Alex sank back down into the water, then kicked hard and launched herself up into the air. She landed inside the boat like an eagle touching down; her feet planted easily on one of the thwarts running across the middle of the craft, then she lowered herself to a crouch before shifting to sit.

The boys both watched, jaws hanging slack.

“My jokes always sound funnier before I say them,” she apologized with a smile. “What seems to be the trouble?”

She looked towards the bow of the boat first, and there the younger boy stared at her with wide eyes. Either the beard joke had been really terrible, or her landing had been over-dramatic, because he simply continued to stare at her in shock.

But he was only nine or ten, perhaps too young to quickly recover from bad humor. That in mind, Alex looked to the stern; the older boy there had to be teenaged, and was probably the one in charge of this ill-fated expedition. But he wasn’t answering either –– possibly because he’d noticed that her French-made swimming costume did absolutely nothing to cover her legs.

“I’m going to have to piece this together on my own, aren’t I?” Alex basically posed that question to herself, and the boy’s eyes didn’t budge. Great.

“You didn’t tell me there was mermaids out here!”

Finally the younger one spoke from the bow, but his words were directed towards his brother. The elder boy still didn’t manage to answer, so Alex looked back to the bow.

Holding up her hand in a wave, she tried once more, “Not a mermaid... though I was just pretending to date a manatee.” That just earned her another confused look, so she gave up with a sigh: “I’m Alex. You?”

The boy caught on this time, “I’m Robbie. I thought mermaids had fins instead of legs!”

Alex just managed to stop her face from dropping into the palm of her hand at that assertion. It was her own fault –– two attempts at jokes? She should have known better.

“She ain’t a mermaid,” the elder boy finally found his words, and Alex turned back to him with some relief. This time, his gaze actually met hers.

“Now we’re getting somewhere –– and eye contact too! Good job...” she ended with a nod meant to draw out the boy’s name, and he actually took the hint.

“Sam,” he said, frowning at the ‘eye contact’ bit.

Alex figured she best press on before he caught up: “So tell me if I’m wrong... your oars went over the side and you need to get home?”

She made that assessment quickly, based on the fact that she saw no oars.

“He dropped ‘em over when we was trying to pull in a net!” Robbie declared from the bow. “Now we’re going to be wrecked!”

Alex frowned at the dire forecast, “Obviously not –– I’m here. But you could have been, so let this be a lesson... about oars...” It was actually even more awkward when she tried to be serious, so she stopped. “Forget it. Where’s home?”

Robbie turned and pointed the way from which the boat had drifted. Alex had swum in from the opposite direction, so she supposed there had to be an outport fishing village somewhere ahead.

“Just over in the next cove,” Sam added context.

That was all she needed to know: “Good. Home time.”

Glad to have a good reason to escape, Alex planted her feet on the bottom of the dory and then launched herself up into the air. The boys tried to follow with their eyes, but she moved too fast –– all they could see was the small splash when she re-entered her beloved water.

She knew the boys were lucky: had they drifted too much further and been caught in a coastal current, or if the weather had turned and the sea gone heavy on them, they could have truly been lost. But as she surfaced at the stern of the boat and planted her hands on its narrow transom, she knew they’d be getting a deserved reprieve –– and hopefully would learn a lesson too.

“Hold on,” she warned as she started kicking her legs.

Sam leaned back over the stern with wide eyes, and fortunately he planted his hands on the sides at the same time –– when the dory started motoring across the water he was just able to keep from falling over.

The boat was heavy, but hardly too much for Alex to move –– Champion and all –– so she got up a good turn of speed and guided it towards the next cove. As she went, she looked up to the right and watched as the cliff fell away behind her. It was soon replaced by similar rock faces, but as she turned into the next cove, she saw the headlands begin to slope away from the water, with bright green grass climbing all over them.

This was a beautiful place... so much of Alex’s home island was lovely, and she figured she could spend a lifetime swimming around it, or climbing over it, without managing to discover all its secrets.

The water was shoaling beneath her now, and though the wide hull of the dory eclipsed her view of the beach ahead, she was starting to hear sounds of commotion from shore. A boat that had gone out under the power of oars was coming back with a motor. That was causing a bit of a sensation.

As the rocky bottom gradually came up under Alex’s feet, she switched from kicking to walking. That let her stand, and as the water grew shallower she was able to see over the boat. Sure enough, an outport lay ahead. Small houses, some on stilts to keep them level over uneven ground, were lined up along a narrow stretch of rocky beach, and the whole tiny population of the place was hurrying down to the water’s edge, releasing some cries of surprise.

Then they all fell silent as they got a look at the lanky girl pushing the dory out of the water.

With a last few heaves, Alex moved the boat right up onto the beach, sliding it over the smooth pebbles before letting it settle. That done, she took a step back and planted her hands on her hips with a slightly heroic smile. The two boys hopped out without explaining what was going on; they simply joined the two-dozen gawkers who all stared at Alex, and after a moment of quiet the soon-to-be-named Lady Smith decided she should break the silence.

“Nothing to worry about,” she lifted one hand casually and waved to her audience. “Robbie and Sam just needed some help getting back. I was floating by so I stopped to lend a hand.”

Perhaps that sounded a little too gallant, but Alex figured this might be the right time to come across like a Champion. At first the only answer she got was more silence; apparently the visual and the words didn’t align so well. Then one of the oldest men from the village managed to respond, saying exactly what every one of his fellows was thinking: “Wha?”

Alex wasn’t sure how to answer, but before she could even think to try, one of the women of the outport came forward in a hurry, “My God child, you’ll catch your death of cold! Come inside and wrap up... glory be, you’re starting to shiver... we better get you wrapped up or you’ll be killed...”

As the woman approached, Alex held up her hands, “No it’s quite alright, I’ve been swimming all day...”

“Were you shipwrecked? Oh my child...” another of the men from the outport seemed properly horrified.

Alex began to shake her head just as the woman produced a blanket and tried to wrap it around her: “No... no I swam up from Jimmystown...”

She tried to slip away from the blanket, but even her Champion speed wasn’t quite sufficient to escape the mothering instincts of a Newfoundland missus, “You’re skinny as anything, child! We better warm you up and get some food into you before you starve to death.” The woman closed the blanket around Alex and then tried to start guiding her up the beach... only to find the girl wasn’t so easy to budge as her slim form suggested. “Wha... come on, love...”

Alex shook her head, “No, you don’t understand. I’m a Champion. You know, children of the savages of the new world... genetically changed by the Hubrin blue men so that I’m stronger and faster... from Lady Emily’s Academy... you do know what I’m talking about?”

As her explanation drew blank looks from the people of the outport, Alex began to wonder exactly how far she’d actually swum that day. Probably a good idea to turn back before she was never heard from again.

“I’m very sorry, but I must leave you all. I’ll try to visit again some day –– lovely place you have here...” she deftly slipped the woman’s grip, and her blanket, and was backing into the sea before anyone quite realized she’d made the move. The water was up to her waist when the onlookers fixed their gazes on her again... and then with a wave, she turned and dove into the North Atlantic.

She left stunned silence in her wake –– stunned until Robbie ran to the water’s edge and shouted, “Goodbye mermaid!”

That was about as logical an explanation for what he’d seen as he could figure, because he’d never bothered to learn about Champions. None of the people in this outport had much experience with them, and as they watched one swim off, they just had to shake their heads.

Returning to her husband’s side, the woman who’d aimed to save Alex from freezing and starvation began folding up her rejected blanket, “She’s some skinny.”

Her husband nodded, but observed: “She has a pretty face, though.”

With that his missus glared at him, then turned away from the beach, “Looked sour to me. And you’ll be cooking your own supper tonight, Mister.”

Despite being halfway out of the cove, Alex did catch that exchange (again, Champion hearing). She grimaced at the word choice but decided to ignore it. After all, Casanova gull hadn’t thought her sour.

Though that probably wasn’t a great vote of confidence.

There really was no way that train of thought could continue without being awkward, so Alex gave up and just swam for home. Her new life as a Champion awaited, and she was sure it would be much more dignified.

Probably.
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