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“If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.”

– Loren Eiseley

Latest CNN Update: A new study has proposed an explanation for the rise in unusual powers in a small percentage of the human population in the last six months. Scientists have posited that the shift in the magnetic poles may have been a factor in this phenomenon. Further studies have been planned to determine the extent of such powers and the range of those affected. Initial results suggest higher concentrations in certain populations, including those with Irish, Peruvian, Hawaiian, and Siberian ancestry. From reports across the world, cases appear to be increasing. 

We here at CNN are committed to bringing you the latest on this story as it develops. This article has been updated to reflect the inclusion of those with Siberian ancestry.

Anna:

Anna Taylor stayed behind after the girls’ swim team shuffled out of the locker room. The heavy scent of chlorine grew stronger as the echo of water slapping the edge of the pool fell into silence. She pulled off the clothing hiding her scaly skin, leaving only her one-piece. As a coach, she had to remain conservative in her plain blue swimsuit, but she longed for a shiny, iridescent one.

She stepped to the deep end and dove in, relishing her privacy as she cut the water with her hands. It enveloped her like a comfortable lover, caressing her reddened hands and soothing her pain. Now her skin glowed with delight, the only irritation coming from heavy levels of chlorine in her beloved water.

Swimming several laps, Anna lost track of time as she communed with her element, delighting in her solitude. After a blissful eternity, she stood in the shallow end and examined her arms. Painful flakes had faded into an even pattern, like the scales of a snake or fish. As soon as she pulled her hand out of the water, the angry redness returned.

Anna moved her hand just under the surface, forming eddies in the water. She did it again, hoping to make stronger eddies, and she coaxed a small waterspout in the pool. Raising her hands, the waterspout rose, hovering over the surface. She’d never been able to do that before. Her abilities had grown over the last month, which both excited and frightened her.

Just as she made the waterspout as big as her head, someone gasped and Anna glanced up, her heart in her throat. The tall, blonde freshman’s eyes grew wide. 

With growing dread, Anna dropped the waterspout back into the pool and dragged herself away from the water’s embrace. The air stung her skin and made her wince as she climbed the shallow-end stairs. She grabbed her towel and wrapped it around her body, pulling her black hair away from her red, scaly forearms.

“Coach Taylor? What is that? What did you do? And what happened to your arms?”

The harsh scent of chlorine burned her nose. “It’s nothing, Tanya. Just a flare-up of my eczema. Nothing to get excited over.”

The girl swallowed but didn’t take her eyes off Anna’s arms. Maybe she’d forget the waterspout. “What did you need, Tanya? Did you forget something in the locker room?”

Tanya’s eyes grew wide as she shook her head.

Full of self-conscious dread, Anna strode past the girl with apparent confidence and dried off. Then she pulled on her shirt and gloves, covering her blemishes. By the time she’d finished dressing, Tanya had disappeared. Anna’s skin crawled with anxiety. She’d have to be more careful in the future. She didn’t want to get fired.

Once back in her office, Anna pulled her gloves back off to examine her skin. The lotion helped keep the rest supple, but the flaky bits had gotten worse. They itched like the devil, and she craved a long, satisfying scratch. Instead, she pulled the gloves on again and strode to her office, turning on her computer.

She’d meant to look up the address and hours of the closest urgent care clinic, but when she opened her browser, a headline caught her eye. 

Demonstration in Washington, D.C. Turns to Violence as Several are Arrested.

Panic seized her as she remembered her brother, Joel, had traveled to DC that weekend. She opened the article to watch the video, straining to see if she recognized his face in the crowd. Vile, hateful words filled the various banners and signs.

Unnaturals, Go Away!

No Mutants Wanted!

Pure Humans Only!

Anna glimpsed several young men with dark, curly hair, similar to Joel’s, but none bore his round face and freckles. Then his face popped up behind a man with an American Flag wrapped around his shoulders. Her brother held a sign scrawled with red paint. “Pure Blood or Nothing.” Fuckabiscuit.

Well, if Joel had gotten arrested, he would have called her. He’d have hated it, but he had no one else, as far as she knew. Since she’d received no calls, he must be safe. 

The bus home seemed lonelier tonight. The college town emptied as people fled to weekend destinations. They ran to their families and their loved ones. She had no loved ones left. Only her brother remained, someone she barely liked. She entered her apartment, the empty rooms silent and judging. Her second-hand furniture was comfortable, though, and she had plenty of books to keep her company.

In her evening routine, she put the kettle on and snuggled into the overstuffed armchair next to the window. She leaned against the sill, sipping her tea, and watched the cars drive by on the street below. The motors whined as they passed, drowning out the more delicate noises of birdsong and insects as they called out for love in the night.
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The next day, the rain made everything a muddy mess. As she got to her office by the university pool, Anna took off her jacket just as her intra-office chat dinged. When she opened the app, her boss’ face appeared, and he didn’t look pleased. “Anna, we need to discuss something. Can you come now?”

Dread knotted her stomach as she walked down the lime green hall to the administrative offices. The image of Tanya’s wide eyes followed her. She swallowed hard as the assistant waved her in. When Anna sat at the desk, her boss looked up and entwined his fingers. Never a good sign.

He raised his eyebrows. “Anna, an incident after swimming practice last night has been brought to my attention. Would you like to tell me what happened?”

Anna cleared her throat. How would she explain this without sounding like a nut, without revealing her secret? She cleared her throat again, this time coughing before she spoke, staring at the bookcase filled with dusty, leatherbound volumes rather than at him. “I’m not sure what you mean. One of my students came back after practice while I did laps. Surely that’s not an issue?”

He didn’t respond at first but stared at her with those piercing eyes. She knew damn well he used it as a tactic to unsettle people. That didn’t make it any less effective. She continued to study the books, counting the red and green volumes.

Her boss gave her a nod. “The young lady mentioned an unusual rash you have on your arms. Now,” he held up his hand, “I’m not allowed to ask about any medical conditions, unless it poses a danger to our students. In which case, you must let the nurse know.”

For a moment, Anna dared to breathe. Without a medical examination, which they couldn’t insist upon, the university wouldn’t know otherwise. She’d assure them she had nothing contagious.

“In addition, she mentioned you playing with the water.”

The brief bloom of hope disappeared. Fuckabiscuit. Anna cocked her head, feigning innocence and meeting his gaze for the first time. Anna forced herself to give a smile. “I played with the water? I didn’t realize I broke any regulations by splashing.”

He pressed his lips together, again letting the silence lengthen. “Splashing would not be an offense. However, this young lady claimed she witnessed you performing magic.”

Anna forced herself to laugh. “Magic? That’s silly.” For a moment, she considered asking if the girl had been drunk, but she refused to malign Tanya that way, not even to save her own skin. 

He settled back in his chair. “Not so silly, lately. You must have seen the news. It’s hard to miss the stories about these Unhidden talents all over the world. She claims what she saw must be magic, that you created a whirlpool floating above the water as clear as day. While this is hearsay,” he cleared his throat, “I’m afraid recent events have necessitated a hard line when it comes to allegations of such powers.”

As hard as Anna tried, she couldn’t think of any mundane explanation to his accusation. Her forced smile faded into dread.
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Ciara:

In the suburbs of Dublin

When her phone rang, Ciara let out a colorful curse and almost dropped her tea on the office carpet. When she saw who it was, she cursed again before glancing around to ensure she was alone. “Yes, this is Ciara.”

Justine’s voice sounded annoyed. “Why aren’t you at the bunker?”

She swallowed. “Was I supposed to be? I never got notification. I’m at headquarters. If you need me there, I can be there in about forty-five minutes, depending on traffic.”

“No, no, that’ll be too late. Stay where you are. But next time, let us know you won’t be coming.”

Ciara gritted her teeth against her angry retort. It wouldn’t do to argue back with Justine. That never worked out for the better. “Understood.”

“I wanted to give you the heads up, though. We’ve got more talents coming through. Some heavy-hitters, too. At least four, possibly more. You’ll need to get them placed and traced as soon as possible.”

She chewed her lip. “That might be tricky. The Limerick Centre just graduated their lot, and they usually like some breathing room between classes. Wexford and Donegal are full. Drogheda isn’t online yet.”

“Then you’ll have to convince the Limerick family to take them more quickly.” Justine paused for so long Ciara thought the call had dropped. “Just make it happen, aye? We need this group to be effective, and fast.”

Someone walked down the hallway. It must have been Martin, by the heaviness of the tread. She waited until the footsteps faded. “What’s going on, Justine?”

“Nothing I can tell you. Nothing I know for certain, even. But there has been some intelligence that we need to be on our guard.”

“On our guard? Against what? Are the Russians attacking? Do we have Nazis on our doorstep?”

She meant it as a joke, anything to lighten the mood, but Justine didn’t cooperate with a chuckle. Instead, her tone turned even more grim. “Don’t rule anything out. Not now. Our organization is much too young to handle any sort of crisis yet.”

Ciara swallowed and nodded, then realized Justine couldn’t hear a nod. “Understood. I’ll get things taken care of when the class arrives.”

“See that you do.”
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Anna:

As Anna placed her personal items in a box, she glanced at the wall behind her desk. Photographs of her students over the years filled every space. Dozens of smiling faces, triumphant celebrations, and sweet personalities. She’d coached at the university for five years and loved the job with all her heart. To be dismissed over a few moments of unguarded play made her rage inside.

Anna slid her framed copy of Middle Earth into the box, beside her notebooks, Legolas mousepad, and ceramic Prancing Pony mug. As she did so, she noticed the webbing between her fingers had thickened. When she held her hand up to the light, the skin looked translucent.

She left the photos.

The university had no proof of any wrongdoing. She hadn’t broken the law by having an Unhidden talent. But she worked in an at-will employment state so, in reality, they could dismiss anyone for any reason unless she proved discrimination against a protected class of citizen. And the Unhidden weren’t a protected class. 

Anna didn’t know for certain if she even qualified as Unhidden. She suspected, of course. Normal people didn’t make waves without touching the water or dry their hair instantly without a towel. 

However, she’d need a lawyer to argue her case, and with her measly salary, she’d never be able to afford one. She glanced out the window at the rain. This would be a long, wet bus ride home. Anna covered the box with her waterproof jacket. She’d survive getting wet, but her things wouldn’t.

As she exited the building to cross a field to the parking lot, someone hissed behind her. Anna turned, only to get hit in the forehead with a ball of mud. Startled and shocked, she stumbled back, dropping her box. The mug, the one her mother gave her before the accident, shattered. Anna sniffed back sudden tears. Her things scattered on the wet pavement as someone shouted in triumph. As a man shouted “mutant!”, another mudball smacked her in the chest.

Anna gritted her teeth and stooped to gather her notebooks and keepsakes. Jeers and yells pounded against her head with raindrops. Another student threw mud, but it missed, smearing across her Middle Earth map. While glass covered the parchment, the cardboard backing already soaked up water.

As she swallowed a sob of frustration, Anna glanced up at her tormentors just as more mud flew toward her. This time, it hit her full in the face.

With a growl, Anna stood, facing the ring of over twenty people, both students and adults. Anna recognized one, a woman whose child she used to babysit, Marian, a secretary to one of the Deans. The savage rage on the woman’s face shook Anna to her core. This attack just grew more personal.

Marian bent to pick up something from the field. Not mud this time, but a stone. Flashes of The Crucible ran through Anna’s head, angry mobs hunting witches. Before Marian could fling her missile, Anna pointed at her. At first, she’d only meant to delay the woman long enough for her to pick up her things and escape. But when Anna saw anger and fright flicker on her face, something snapped inside.

The pounding rain ceased abruptly. A few people glanced up, confusion clear on their expressions. As the wind whistled in a sudden burst, a torrent of water slammed Marian’s head. Pounded by the barrage of water, the woman screamed as she crumpled in the mud. Anna gulped, frightened by her own power.

The rain returned to normal, but astonishment, horror, and rage bloomed on the surrounding faces. Three people crowded close. One man grabbed her coat, yanking it half off, exposing her red, scaly arms. 

Frantic now, Anna tore herself from his grip and shrugged her coat back on. She scrambled to gather stuff into the sodden cardboard box. She left her notebooks and concentrated on the items she couldn’t replace, like the map. After clutching the disintegrating box to her chest, she pelted down the path to the bus stop, leaving enraged shouts and curses behind her. A thrown stone whistled past her ear.

She got to the stop just as the bus turned the corner. Thankful for wonderful coincidences, Anna glanced over her shoulder. The mob rushed toward her, but the bus arrived first. Her breath rasped in her throat and her lungs heaved as she scrambled on, the door shutting on her attackers. She’d make it. She’d escaped.
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Anna stayed in her apartment that night and all the next day, but by the following evening, she needed to get outside. With a deep breath, she glanced out of her window first, to make sure no one gathered on the street. She’d woken from nightmares several times last night, and still had a hard time believing what had happened at the university.

She walked the three blocks to her favorite teashop, the place with old brick walls, fancy hats hanging on the wall, and so thick with old-world charm, she felt transported to another place and time. After placing her order for vanilla tea, she sat down and gazed out the window. The aroma of hot tea salved her soul, almost as much as the rain healed her skin. 

Anna cradled her warm cup in the corner. Her hands no longer flaked, but a hint of fish-like scales rimmed the edge of her knuckles. Instead of red, angry skin, they tinged greenish-blue, a lovely ocean color. She admired them as if she’d just gotten her nails done. They shimmered with iridescence. 

A man stood next to her table. Anna glanced up as she hid her hands in her lap, but a hoodie shrouded his face. Hastily, she pulled her sleeves down to cover the damning scales, but he just dropped a pamphlet on her table and marched out the door.

Curious, she glanced at the title. A glossy picture of a stone castle and the word “Ireland” in a Celtic font emblazoned the front. Anna ran her hand over the shiny paper as she opened it. Inside the three-fold brochure, photographs of happy, freckled redheads beamed. She dismissed it as typical touristy crap until the word “Unhidden” jumped out. She forced herself to read the words.

“In Ireland, ten percent of the population show signs of Unhidden blood. As a result, it’s become a haven for Unhidden around the world, those driven out of their homes and families. We welcome those with this gift to come home and be a part of a society which celebrates and cherishes our powers.”

Anna’s spine tingled with sudden longing. Ireland. Home to the PHAE, the Protectorate for unHidden Advancement and Education. It sounds innocuous enough, but what would I do for a living? If her body continued to change, she might become more than a swimming coach. She might even turn into something useful. She might even find a family who didn’t detest her.

With the brochure spread out in front of her, she sipped her tea and studied the glossy pictures. Castles and pints of Guinness stared back at her.

She glanced out the window again, at the street sign. University Drive. She’d lost her job here. There didn’t seem to be much point in trying to find another nearby. No other colleges in the area were large enough to need a swim coach, so she’d have to move regardless. And if she had to move, she could move anywhere. 

How much would it cost to fly to Ireland? 

The brochure had a website. She pulled it up on her phone and stared at the photographs and slick web design before any of the information registered.

According to the PHAE, they reimbursed travel costs for qualifying immigrants. What determined qualification? They funded research for a DNA blood test to determine who had Unhidden genes.

Testable DNA and pure-human protests didn’t sound like a great combination. If the protesters had their way, they might use such tests for a more sinister purpose. This country had a horrible history with genetic racism, eugenics, and things like forced sterilization of anyone they deemed undesirable. Not quite as bad as Nazi Germany, but Anna had read about such things even into the 1980s, in living memory. If she could escape that, she would.

A bang made her jump, but it was only the door. A woman stepped in and glanced around. Her gaze fell on Anna and a small smile played across her lips. Anna didn’t recognize her, but her blood chilled. The woman left, and Anna bolted the rest of her tea, practically running back to her apartment. Even if she didn’t go to Ireland, this place was no longer safe for her.
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Anna’s footsteps echoed in the stark, empty apartment. She’d donated all her furniture to Goodwill. She refused to sell the last few boxes, her treasured Tolkien books and memorabilia. Her best friend said she’d keep them and would come collect them later, and then drop the key with the landlord. Anna didn’t want to risk another day here. Marian knew her address. Anna had to leave town.

She wished she had more time to plan, but the scene at the university haunted her. No time to plan meant the only person she could talk to was her brother, Joel, and he wasn’t a great option even in the best of times.

Anna hefted her stuffed purse and pulled out the handle of both her carry-on and her larger suitcase. She gave a last glance at the place she’d lived in for five years, ever since she took the job at SUNY Empire State in Rochester. While living alone had been a new adventure, at least she knew upstate New York. Anna had grown up here. She’d gone to college here. Now she’d leave here, perhaps forever. Her heart grew heavy as she shut the door behind her. 

She spun around and ran back into the living room. Anna touched the windowsill where she watched the world, sipping her tea on rainy days. The paint along the edge had worn away from her leaning on it. After wiping away a recalcitrant tear, she sniffed. She stared at the shadowy corner where things moved in her imagination on dark nights, and at the sheer curtain that would brush her arm as she dozed off, startling her awake. Anna let out a ragged breath.

This time, when she closed the door, it remained shut.

The bus reeked of urine. Anna expected that, but the expectation didn’t make the reality any nicer. Her sense of smell had dulled as her webbing grew. She counted that as a blessing. 

She’d gotten into the habit of wearing long sleeves and gloves all the time. She wore those nylon things that looked like tattoos so if someone caught a glimpse of her hands, they might assume she wore some cosplay thing instead of actual scales. 

Joel hadn’t wanted to meet with her. Despite being her only sibling, they seldom visited since their parents died. But he’d agreed to be home when she arrived in Albany. He’d gotten back from the protest the day before, safe and sound. 

The bus ride would take two hours. Anna prayed the seat next to her would remain open, but when an older woman sat next to her, she let out her breath in relief. An older woman would be much easier to deal with than a lecherous man. In all her thirty years, she’d never gotten the meet-cute bus companion romantic comedies insisted she deserved. This woman pulled out a book as soon as she settled into her seat. Anna pulled a book up on her phone, plugged her earbuds in, and played the Hamilton soundtrack as the bus rolled down the road. 

It felt like only a few minutes had passed when they pulled into the Albany station. The rain slammed against the pavement outside, but she didn’t mind. She’d always loved the rain, almost as much as she loved swimming, even before the changes came. That adoration made more sense now. Anna shoved that thought away and pulled up her brother’s address on her phone.

One taxi later and a mad dash into the apartment building lobby, Anna shook the excess rain off her coat. She climbed the stairs to the second floor while dragging her luggage behind her, then rapped out their childhood knock on his door. Three knocks, a pause, and three more. 

Just as she finished the last tap, her brother flung the door open, glared at her, and turned back into the apartment, trusting her to follow. She did, dropping her bag and coat near the door.

He crossed his arms, glaring at her with judging brown eyes. “Well? Is it cold enough for tea? Or do you want a Coke?”

“Tea, please. Do you have lemon?”

He held up a golden plastic bear. “Just honey.”

“Blech. Just regular, then.”

As Joel went through the motions of putting the teakettle on the stove, arranging the cups and the teabags, Anna studied him, especially his hands. She didn’t notice a flaky rash or any webbing, but maybe his Unhidden blood manifested elsewhere. 

World Health Organization bulletins said Unhidden people’s powers grew over several months. However, some might take years to show. Her changes might have revealed themselves earlier than his, or he kept his hidden. Common consensus said the changes were genetic, but no one knew for certain.

The pundits made a game of guessing which talented people had these powers. Everyone agreed Freddie Mercury must have had siren blood. And who could deny Michael Phelps’s ancestry now, with his full merman tail? Cleopatra must have been a succubus, at least on most bookie lists, because Heaven forbid a woman be so influential without supernatural beauty. 

Not everyone had earth-shattering powers. Some minor talents had been discovered, like the ability to change ones’ eye color, or to make a pencil spin on the table. She wished she had something to spin right now as her nervousness grew. Anna fidgeted with her webbed fingers and sighed.

As the teakettle screeched, Anna folded her hands in plain sight, waiting for her brother to comment on them. He didn’t comply with her obvious invitation. Instead, he poured the tea and sat across from her at the kitchen island, his shoulders tense. “So. Anna. Say your piece.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “Really? I travel two hours to talk to my brother, and you start with that? Cheesus Crisps.”

He gave her a shrug. “What do you want me to say, Anna? Would you prefer an engraved invitation?”

With a cock of her head, Anna raised her eyebrows. “Maybe start with why the hell you went to a pure-human supremacist protest?”

His gaze dropped to his cup. “Just checking things out. They aren’t bad people. They just want to make things better for the rest of us.”

Anna splayed her hands on the counter. “The rest of whom, Joel?”

While staring at her hands, he furrowed his brow. His lip curled up as he leaned closer. “That’s disgusting. What the hell happened to you? Did you have some sort of chemical accident?”

Unconsciously, she covered one hand with the other, and then forced herself to stop. “No. My skin is changing.”

Joel drew back, shaking his head. “Gross. Your skin isn’t changing, it’s peeling off. What is that, leprosy? Do you need to go to the doctor? Is that why you came? Do you need money?”

Anna clenched her teeth so hard her jaw ached. “Joel. Stop looking at my hands. Look at me. This isn’t some chemical accident. I don’t have a disease. This is me. My blood. Your blood. We’ve got Unhidden blood. You know that stuff you just spent several days protesting against? That march filled with Nazis and eugenics and hate? Yeah. That’s against us. We’re Unhidden.”

Her brother stared at her with a blank expression. Her older brother who’d always been so clever. Better at math and science, always able to beat her on trivia night. The brother who willingly threw himself into a fight with three bigger guys when they gave her a hard time during her senior year. The only relative she had left.

Joel, whose lip curled up again in growing disgust as he stared at the webbing between her fingers. 

Her brother, who pulled away from her as if she held a ticking bomb about to explode all over his minimalist apartment. His expression of revulsion stabbed at Anna’s heart.

“What the Hell is this crap? Are you one of those freaks?”

She wanted to yell at him, scream at him, make him face what he denied. Her own brother, the guy who’d taught her how to swim, who had helped her move into her first apartment. The guy who’d held her tight when her first boyfriend cheated on her. 

But Joel was the only family she had left, so she tried once again. “We’re family, whether you like it or not!”

“Get out, Anna. I don’t even want to see you right now.”

He wouldn’t listen, not yet. Later, he might be willing to hear her. Now, escape seemed best. 

Anna grabbed her bag, purse, and jacket, fleeing from the judgment and censure of her only family, feeling like she’d abandoned the fight. But she’d only launched the first shot across the bow. The next move was up to him.

She stared outside at the deluge. She should just call a taxi, but she needed the rain right then and, besides, what was the use of having waterproof luggage if she never needed the feature? Her body and blood craved clean water against her skin, with no chlorine or chemicals. She tied her jacket around her waist, pushed up her sleeves, and marched into the torrent.

The wetness sluiced down, and her skin sang. She tilted her head back to catch some drops in her mouth and spun in the delightful coolness of pure water.

Anna sauntered along the street, energized by the rain. She wished Joel lived near a lake or ocean, someplace she might dive into and swim free but, then again, she’d never liked swimming in a place where she couldn’t see the bottom. Streets and buildings crowded around her as the rain soaked her to the bone. Everything in her purse would get ruined if she stayed out, so she ducked into the first cafe she found, one Joel had taken her to on her last visit. 

She took the PHAE brochure out, staring again at the glossy photos. Maybe she should send them an email and ask some questions. What if they didn’t want her? She’d have to describe her power, to make sure they’d be willing to take her in. Moving to another county, another continent, seemed impossible, but so did staying here. 

The door to the cafe swung open, and the sound of whooshing tires in the rain intruded on her thoughts. Joel shook the water from his coat. His face didn’t look sorry, but at least he wore a half-smile. Anna motioned for him to sit.

No other customers had remained in the coffee shop as the rain pelted down outside. Joel ordered his tea and sat down opposite her. 

“How did you find me?”

“The only place that serves tea in the neighborhood? Give me some credit. And we’ve been here before.”

Their conversation stuttered, full of awkward pauses and feigned pleasantries. Then he noticed the brochure and picked it up. “What fresh idiocy is this?”

With a shrug, Anna gave him a rueful smile. “Some guy dropped it off. I’m thinking about checking it out.”

Joel’s voice grew angry and dismissive. “You have got to be the most gullible person in the world, Anna. How do you know these aren’t some sort of human traffickers?”

She let out a snort. “I’m not exactly a nubile teenager, ripe for some rich pedophile to rape, Joel. I turned thirty last month.”

Her brother waved his hand. “Whatever. Do you think there aren’t disgusting men out there willing to pay to get a drugged woman no matter how she looks? Your age doesn’t matter.”

With a roll of her eyes, she ignored his backhanded insult and snatched the brochure from his hand. “Don’t you whatever me. When are you going to open your own eyes?”

Joel threw a cagey glance around the empty café. “Keep your damned voice down, Anna! Do you want someone to hear you? We can’t talk about that here.”

She blinked in mock innocence, cocking her head and keeping her voice at a normal volume. “Talk about what, Joel? Are you concerned about something?”

He glowered over his teacup. “Later, Anna. Later.”

“Later, when?”

With a scowl, he took a gulp of tea, then slammed the cup down with a clatter. He clenched his jaw. “Why is it you’re always asking me to do things?”

Anna furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about?”

“You always come to me for help. Joel, help me move. Joel, help me with my homework. When have I ever asked for your help, Anna?”

There must have been times, but not a single one came to mind. She furrowed her brow, trying to recall any example.

Joel rolled his eyes. “Exactly. You may be my sister but, in reality, all you are is dead weight.”

After more regrettable conversation, Joel refused to let her stay with him, refused to admit he had Unhidden blood, and when she brandished the brochure as her only option left, refused to even take her to the bus station. Anna was on her own, leaping into a new life.

She picked up her phone and typed out an email before she could think, before she could reconsider, before she could talk herself out of it. Her finger hovered over the send button before she mashed it hard.

Anna swallowed. There. Now they know about her and what she could do. And since she told them she was coming to Ireland, they’d be expecting her.
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Once her brother left, Anna trudged three blocks to the Greyhound station, dragging her luggage behind her. 

The cheapest tickets, both bus and plane, forced her to travel mid-week. After the incident at the university, she didn’t want to deal with crowds, but even mid-week, the station seemed full of people. The acrid scent of antiseptic cleaner assaulted her as she opened the door and wrestled her bags inside. When she checked the boards, she found her bus listed, but she’d arrived way early. Her anxiety about being late meant she came too early to everything. 

The bus to Newark would arrive at terminal two. She settled into a plastic seat with the bus space in view and arranged her bags. Anna double checked the e-ticket on her phone and tried to quell the butterflies dancing in her stomach. 

She’d have been less nervous with Joel by her side despite his tendency to bring out the worst in her. His betrayal still itched at her soul, much like her skin itched right now. She glanced at her hands, peeking under the gloves. The scaliness had faded, but it still burned red with irritation. 

The announcement for her bus interrupted Anna’s stewing. She sprang up and gathered her bag. After striding to the bus with all the confidence she didn’t have, she waited in line as each passenger checked their luggage into the hold. When she climbed in, the stink of mildew and old sweat enveloped her. She breathed through her mouth and found a window seat near the back. If she kept her earbuds in, no one would speak to her.

A young man sat next to her, all elbows and angles. He wore earbuds as well, so she looked forward to a peaceful ride. She queued up the Hamilton soundtrack again and closed her eyes until the bus engine roared to life, startling her out of her trance.

She peered out the window and noticed one last passenger rushing for the doors. An older man, perhaps mid-fifties, panting, sweating, with a thinning comb-over. He hauled himself up the steps, glancing around the full bus for a seat. Grateful she already had a seating companion, she closed her eyes again until a hiss made her open them. 

One beefy passenger stood, a frown creasing the lines of his saturnine face. “Where do you think you’re going, freak?”

Anna stared at the newcomer, noticing his cat-slit yellow eyes. He must be an Unhidden, unless he cosplayed with trick contact lenses. 

The man stammered, glancing down at his shoes. “I...I’m going to New York, just like everyone else here. Is there...is there a seat in the back?”

Two other passengers stood. A bleached blonde woman wearing a red T-shirt and a middle-aged man with a beer-belly. The woman sneered. “There’s no room for you on this bus. Only humans get to ride. Freaks walk.”

Her seatmate glanced at Anna, then back at the scene unfolding. She twitched her long sleeves down, though they hadn’t ridden up enough to show her scaly skin. Anna shrank deeper into her seat and replaced one earbud, which had fallen out. She didn’t put on her music, though, wanting to hear how this played out despite the fear hammering at her heart. 

The newcomer’s eyes flicked to each person confronting him. “I paid for my ticket. I deserve a seat.”

The first passenger blocked his way. “Not on this bus. Try the next one. They might have room for freaks and animals.” He stepped forward and the Unhidden man stepped back. Two steps, three steps, four, back to the door. He glared at the bus driver, who gave an apologetic shrug and placed his hands on the steering wheel. 

With a disgusted huff, the Unhidden man climbed down the steps into the terminal. The three standing passengers followed him out. Anna tugged her gloves and sleeves into place again.

The bus driver stood, a scowl on his face, but the third man shoved him back down. “You’d better not leave us, either.”

Anna didn’t see what happened. She turned on her music and squeezed her eyes shut. But even with her music on, the sound of punching and kicking filtered in. They must have been right below her window. Grunts, cries of pain, angry shouts, and derisive laughter wove in a horrible counterpoint to her soundtrack. Sharp banging against the thin metal exterior of the bus made her jump, fear rushing through her veins. She dropped her phone and it hit the wheel well. An audible crack made her suck in her breath. Another bang against the side of the bus made her let out a whimper, which earned her another glance from her seatmate.

The aggressors re-entered the bus and sat in their seats, the first man’s hair mussed. Only once the bus pulled away did Anna risk a glance back. The Unhidden man lay in a crumpled heap on the ground, smears of blood on his clothes and the concrete. He moved his arm, and she let out a breath of relief. At least they hadn’t killed him. Anna swallowed hard, shoving back her own cowardice at not speaking up. But if she had, there’d be two beaten, bloody bodies on that terminal rather than one. No other passengers had spoken up, either.

With shaking hands, she retrieved her phone from the bus floor. A long crack across the face made her want to cry. At least it still turned on. The crack seemed like yet another betrayal in her life.

The screen flickered a few times before her music displayed. After cursing under her breath, she powered it down. Perhaps it just needed a rest. A few moments in silence made her change her mind and try it again. This time, it reluctantly flashed to life. Anna switched the music to Hadestown and let the familiar songs drown out her fears. Heavy raindrops pelted the window as they barreled down the highway toward New York City, her breath clouding the glass further, occluding her view.

The bus lurched, yanking Anna out of her doze. The young man next to her jerked awake and they exchanged a shy smile. She mustn’t take safety for granted. As the man at the terminal showed, that naïveté might prove dangerous. Without her long-sleeved shirts and gloves, they’d accuse her of being a freak, too. They’d beat her into a quivering hulk of pain. Anna clasped her fingers tight to keep them from shaking, visions of mudballs flying at her face flickering in her memory. 

The rain increased to a deluge. Sheets of water sluiced against the windows and the driver slowed. This part of the highway climbed hills and mountains, treacherous even in dry weather. Anna held her breath as the back of the bus fishtailed on a washout. Several other passengers let out gasps. If only she could make the rain stop, just until they passed. Then she might feel a little less like they would die in a fiery crash any minute.

A bump in the wheels and another slide made her grip the seat arms, her nails digging into the thin-padded plastic. For someone who didn’t own a car, Anna hated not being in control of the vehicle.

Anna wished with all her might for the rain to stop. She wished hard, like when she tried to bring back Tinkerbell as a child. She clamped her eyes shut so tight, she grew dizzy, and the bus swirled in a whirlpool of possibilities. Light danced at the corner of her vision.

When Anna blinked her eyes open, the rain had lessened. Even if the change was coincidental, she’d distracted herself long enough for the worst to be over. 

When the bus pulled into the massive airport complex, Anna waited until everyone got off before she rose. She’d already had enough of people to last her a week, and her journey had barely begun.

The man who’d been sitting next to her flashed a smile as she retrieved her bags. His freckles made him cute in an Ed Sheeran sort of way. “Where are you headed?”

Really? Four hours sitting next to me in silence, and now he wants to chat? “I think I’m in terminal four.” He pulled her bag from the bus hold. Anna shouldered her purse and nodded thanks, reaching for the handle. 

“Here, I can carry that for you. I think terminal four is this way. What’s your name?” He grabbed the handle of one roller bag.

She ignored the question and pulled it out of his grip. “No, that’s fine. I can carry my stuff. Don’t you have your own luggage to carry?”

He shrugged and patted the duffel on his back. “Just this. I’m not flying international, so I don’t need as much. Are you moving or something? That’s a lot of stuff.”

Too much information. She’d given away too much just with the terminal. With a smile, Anna walked toward the Aer Lingus check-in desk. The guy followed her. “Hey, don’t be like that! Here, let me buy you a drink once we check in?”

Anna didn’t want a drink. She didn’t want to be sociable, not with thousands of strangers teeming around her. Her vision tilted and dizziness surrounded her. Shouting echoed in the back of her mind. She stopped walking and adjusted her grip on the luggage as if her hand slipped.

“If you just let me help you, you wouldn’t have to drag all this.” He put a hand on her shoulder and started to pull the bag off. 

Anna shrugged away his hand, glaring at him. “Listen, I don’t need any help, okay? I just want to get to my flight.”

“Why are you being so weird? C’mon, I’m a nice guy. I promise.” He flashed her another smile, all teeth and sincerity. It made her skin crawl. 

A Native American woman came up behind him, wearing faded jeans, a white button-down shirt, and a formidable frown. “I believe the young lady asked you to leave her alone, young man. Take the hint. You wouldn’t want to miss your flight, would you?”

As the jerk stalked away, flashing her a resentful glare, Anna swallowed her fear and smiled at her rescuer. “Thank you.”

The other woman shrugged. “He had trouble written all over him. I’m Komie. Are you traveling alone?”

While alarm bells started ringing again, Anna felt gratitude for Komie’s help. “Yeah. I’m Anna. Pleased to meet you.”

“Well, Anna, I’m traveling to Ireland.” She glanced at the check-in counter. “Are you flying Aer Lingus, as well?”

Anna nodded, willing herself not to blurt out anything. But the promise of protection called to her so strongly she ached to feel that warmth.

The woman patted her arm. “Then we can travel together. Once we check in, I sure could use a nice cup of hot tea. Will you join me?”

Perhaps being sociable wouldn’t be so difficult with this woman. They checked in their luggage, got their boarding passes, and turned to find some tea just as shouts rang out. Anna’s heart seized as she focused on the crowd near the TSA checkpoint. Banners and signs like those at the Washington DC protest shot up through the sea of people.

Anna halted, her legs no longer able to move. Komie had kept walking but turned back when she noticed she was alone. “Anna?”

She swallowed, pointing to the signs. When Komie followed her gesture, she shook her head. “Those are ignorant idiots. Don’t let them bother you. Besides, we can go around them. There’s plenty of room.”

Even as Komie tugged on her arm, one face peeked out from the crowd. A face she knew well. Joel’s mouth curled up in a satisfied grin as he pointed to her. “There’s one, now!”
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Chapter Two
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“A happy family is but an earlier heaven.”

– George Bernard Shaw

––––––––
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Michelle:

A farm near Limerick, Ireland

Michelle Byrne scrubbed a pan while staring out her kitchen window. The twins should be weeding, but they’d staged a battle with dueling water hoses. She smiled to herself, allowing them time for chaos before she imposed order upon their day. Last month had been rough for them all, and they needed a bit of play.

Music drifted from the hallway, so she shut off the faucet. Yes, that was her ringtone. With a sigh, she dried her hands and fetched the phone just as her husband, Colin, rushed in, brushing a hand through his short black hair.

She patted his hand as she answered the phone. “Hello, Byrne Farm.”

“Michelle? This is Ciara. Have you got a couple minutes? I need to come by to discuss a few things.”

Michelle pursed her lips. Ciara only ever wanted to discuss a new class, and they’d barely recovered from the last lot. But she had a duty, and she knew it. As her stress level rose, her hair curled, an annoying but mostly unconscious result of her Unhidden talent. “Sure and we’re about to have tea. You’re welcome to join us.”

The lines of Colin’s face grew deeper as he frowned. “Headquarters?”

Michelle nodded and leaned on the kitchen table. “Of course. I’ll lay long odds she wants us to host another group.”

Colin placed an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “And you, so fond of gambling.”

She let out a snort. “Aye, well, this pace would drive me to a flutter if nothing else did. Does she see us as some sort of talent factory? What does she think we are, Ireland’s Next Top PHAE Talent?”

He pulled out a chair and sat next to her. “And if that is what she wants, will we say yes?”

Shaking her head, she gave a shrug. “Do we really have a choice? We told the PHAE we’d be willing to be an education center. But then, they’d get two or three a month. Now, they get that many a week. Many of them have dangerous powers and need to learn how to deal with them.”

Colin rose, strode to the kitchen window, and stared out at the garden. “PHAE has three other centers and a fourth gearing up. We don’t have to say yes.”

“We made a promise. A vow. A contract,” Michelle spat out the words.

He turned to her with pursed lips. “You don’t need to snap at me, Michelle. I’m just offering valid alternatives. You’re taking on too much. We’re taking on too much. We are allowed to say no.”

“And do you trust the PHAE to ensure this latest batch has the right support for their gifts? Or will they simply shuffle them off into field work without proper education? You remember what happened to that one poor lad.”

Colin clenched his jaw but didn’t answer.

In about twenty minutes, when the tall, elegant brunette arrived in her tailored suit and high heels, Michelle squared her shoulders. She’d always envied the other woman’s sophistication. Michelle may not be big-city elegant, but she doubted Ciara could handle her farm. 

After Ciara asked her expected question, though, Michelle’s envy turned to frustration. She crossed her arms and took strength from her discussion with Colin. “No, we’re not ready for another class yet. We’ve barely cleaned up from the last one! That boy who could turn water into chlorine wreaked havoc on the river before he learned how to control his talent. We’re still finding dead fish all along the bank. And the neighbors are in a fine fettle.”

Ciara paced around the dining room. “The Shannon’s a big river. It’ll be fine. How about a smaller class? We’ve four ready to send on. Anna’s got power over water and can help with your cleanup. Max can talk to the wind. Nokomis makes plants grow, and Hiroki can convince people to do things.”

Michelle choked out a laugh. “‘Power over water’? You’re not being too vague, are you? Like that lad who could make sparks? Sure and he burnt down the whole education center in Westmeath, with himself besides. You keep throwing these poor, lost souls into the ocean and hoping they learn how to swim. And they don’t have minor talents, like ours. They need time, Ciara. Time to learn their powers, their capabilities, and how to control them.”

While she took a deep breath to control her temper, Colin squeezed her shoulder. “Perhaps we should consider them, Michelle.”

Michelle took a deep breath and locked gazes with her husband. His mouth said yes, but his eyes said no. Of course, he wanted to be polite to Ciara, to preserve his own position at PHAE, but Michelle had more leeway. Four would be too many. She might be able to take two, but that needed some negotiation tricks. 

With a shake of her head, Michelle sliced her hand through the air. “No! They can go up to the Donegal farm if you need to place them so fast. And don’t you have a new place in Drogheda now?”

Ciara picked her teacup up from the enormous woodblock kitchen table, cradling the bottom on her palm. She stared out the window at the ornamental and kitchen herbs growing in the garden. Bees buzzed around the flowers as she sipped her tea. “I wish I could. They just took three minor talents. Drogheda isn’t ready for anyone yet. And the Wexford farm took another four. The Unhidden are flooding in faster than we can place them.”

Michelle clasped her hands and spoke in a firm voice. “And we won’t agree to take on students before we’re ready. That was our agreement with the PHAE. If they wish to sign a new contract, they’re welcome to offer one. I can’t guarantee we’ll sign it.”

The Dublin woman stopped her pacing, her brown ponytail swishing over her shoulder. “Is that what you really want? To be removed from our list of education centers? I can do that if you want out. That’ll hurt because you’re our best teachers, but we don’t want you teaching resentment to new recruits.”

Colin let out a sigh and refilled his own cup with half tea, half cream. “Ciara, you know we love teaching new members. We just need to be able to define our pace. This is too quick for a full class. Sure and send over your first member. Let’s see how she does, aye? Give us a day before sending the second one.”

Michelle gave a sullen nod. “Fine. We can teach her how to clean the river first. Then we’ll set her to cleaning the rooms. The last class left them in a disaster, and our own children are wrecked keeping up with them.”

Ciara gave a sly smile. “What if I send over Paul and Martin to help with the cleaning tomorrow, and send Max and Anna together the next day?”

With a roll of her eyes, Michelle said, “Fine. Make sure they bring cleaning supplies. And no pranks this time! My rosebushes have only just recovered from last time.”

Colin gave Michelle a kiss on her cheek, which earned him a wrinkled nose and a smile. He drank down the rest of his milky tea. “What’re the new students’ stories?”
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