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“If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.” – Loren Eiseley
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CNN UPDATE: WHILE THERE are still no reports of geologic or astrophysical effects of the magnetic earth pole shift, we are following stories regarding a surge of seemingly magical powers in some people. Scientists believe this surge may be related to the pole shift, but as yet, have been unable to explain the phenomenon.

​

​Anna Taylor remained after the girls’ swim team for the State University of New York, Rochester shuffled out of the locker room. The heavy scent of chlorine lingered 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 skin 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, when under water. 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 lifted, 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.

Someone gasped, and Anna glanced up. The tall, blonde freshman’s eyes grew wide. She must have seen Anna making the waterspout.

With growing dread, Anna 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 arms.

“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 just stared, shaking her head.

Full of self-conscious dread, Anna strode past Tanya 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, a brother 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.

Starting 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 next to 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 memory 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.

He folded his hands and clenched his jaw. “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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​

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 been coaching 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 the bottom half of her 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
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