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“All our knowledge merely helps us to die a more painful death than the animals that know nothing.”
― Maurice Maeterlinck
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In a brightly lit classroom on a warm spring day, 6th grade teacher Mrs. Cartwright stood behind a young Faith who stared blankly out at the class at large rather than the faces of her new classmates. She had stood in front of so many new classes in her life, that it was a practiced routine by this point.

‘Ignore them and get to my seat,’ said a voice in her head.

“Let’s all give a warm welcome to our newest student at Horace Mann Junior High, Faith,” said Mrs. Cartwright beaming and clapping her hands. A halfhearted applause joined in with her, Faith did not react or respond. ‘Get over with it and let me sit down,’ she thought desperately. The students stared at her with curiosity and skepticism taking in her timid expression, her incredibly long hair, her crisp new uniform and the way kept biting her lower lip. Mrs. Cartwright put a hand on Faith’s shoulder and ushered her to the only empty desk in the classroom.

She timidly approached the empty desk in front of her, staring only at it so she did not see the copper-haired girl stick out her foot and cause her to stumble. The classroom erupted into ill-disguised sniggers, the loudest from the girl who stoke her foot out. She grinned in a satisfied way and flung her shiny hair back.

Mrs. Cartwright rushed to Faith’s side to help, but she held up her hand and got to her feet on her own then she hurriedly sat down. Her eyes bore into the back of the copper-haired girl’s head all through the lesson. She felt a burning hatred for the girl who did not know her but saw her as a target. 

It took two weeks for her classmates to stop trying to trip her up all over school and a month for them to ignore her completely. But it was the last day of spring term that earned her the nickname ‘Freakazoid’.

On that unusually dry day, Faith was scribbling circular symbols in her notebook having already completed the quiz Mrs. Cartwright set when a willowy figure floated by her desk. The figure leaned down so that its grey lips were at her ear.

“Show me the way,” it whispered in its hollow voice causing Faith to jump out of her seat and scream at the top of her lungs.

“Get away from me!” Faith bellowed doing everything she could to put distance between herself and the figure who held out her spindly hands imploringly. “Get away! Get away!”

“Faith?” came Mrs. Cartwright’s fearful voice. “What is the matter dear?”

“Who were you talking to Freakazoid?” jeered the copper-haired girl sitting in a desk in front of her and staring at the empty space which seconds before the willowy figure was floating. “You’re such a weirdo. Can’t you even be normal during a quiz?”

‘Why today?’ Faith groaned, glaring in her direction then without warning the quiz paper the girl was holding suddenly caught fire. The girl yelped and leapt out of her seat throwing the paper on her desk as it turned black and curled into a ball. Faith felt like someone was sitting on her chest and she could not breath. The room swirled and formed a sea of monstrous faces all staring at her with frightening eyes. She felt Mrs. Cartwright pulling her out of the room but her words came out unnaturally loud and distorted. All that came of Faith’s mouth was same phrase over and over.

“I didn’t do anything! I swear I didn’t do anything!”
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“My life has taken an unexpected turn. Things seem out of my control and my anxiety is getting worse. Now that I am close to getting answers, I can’t help but be afraid of the truth.” - Faith

September 9th came much too soon Faith Spiritwolfe. She dreamed about this day for months, both craving and dreading it in equal measure. She threw her alarm clock to stop it buzzing, got out of bed and checked her notifications. On the top of her list was a message from her father.

‘Goodluck at your first day at Alexander, text me all about it later.’

The words shone brightly on the screen for a few seconds, then it faded to black.

“Wish you’d tell me good luck in person,” she muttered to herself as she walked drowsily to the bathroom.

“No sleep again,” she groaned rubbing her eyes. Her make up routine would take longer than usual. “What’s the point of an alarm clock when you can’t fall asleep?”

Her clothes for the day were already hanging outside of her closet with her book bag neatly on the floor next to them. Faith lightly finger-combed her long curly black locks that reached down her back. Then she pulled it together into a high ponytail and tied them into one long plait. As a finishing touch she swept her spiraling bangs to the side, so they shielded eyes.

Once she had her school uniform on, Faith avoided looking at herself in the mirror, hoping her concealer would hide the fact that she had not slept at all. There was another reason she did not want to look at herself. It was the thing that made her different, made people stare or mothers pull their children away.

What stood out the most about her appearance was not her naturally long hair, but her eyes. Faith had the most unusual eyes; they were round and bright hazel save for the black ring around it with irises so thin, it was like a cat. They stood out against her caramel-colored complexion. Some people assumed she wore contact lens and Faith almost wished she did, but they were natural, just like her mother’s had been.

No one else in her family had eyes like hers and she did not have any siblings. She was her mother’s first and only child. Faith had no pictures of her mother, but her father always said how much her smile reminded him of her because of her eyes. It was probably why he stayed away so much Faith surmised. Always working, traveling, and living out of hotels. Maurice Spiritwolfe had one saying, ‘Make work a priority so one day your family will be.’

Faith thought it was just excuse for him never being around, but she did not have the nerve to confront him about it. Luckily, he lived with his mother and brother, so Faith was not alone when he was away. The only other explanation Faith could produce for his absence in her life was that he was afraid of her. His freak daughter who could not stay in school, who had few friends and was always getting into fights. 

‘Who’d want a freak like me for a daughter?’ she wondered depressingly.

Faith’s eyes were the only proof that she was not a normal sixteen-year-old. She was only 11 when she found out that she was different from everyone else. By then, Faith was used to being bullied because of her appearance. People would pull on her hair and call her ‘Freaky Faith’ daily. One day, when it became too much, Faith’s anger flared, and she set fire to her bully’s lunch.

By the time she was 14, she had attended 7 different schools. Labelled a troublemaker, Faith learned martial arts to defend herself without hurting her classmates. The problem was her abilities grew along with her. The things she could do frightened her. What frightened her the most was that no one in her family displayed any magical talents. No one except her mother who died in childbirth.

It was a truth she had found out in a journal hidden in an old box of her mother’s things. Most of the pages were in a foreign language she was unable to translate. But her mother started writing in English when she was pregnant with her. And there was one passage that stood out among the rest.

I wonder if my baby will inherit my gifts. Will she be strong enough to face what is coming? Will I?

It was the only proof that Faith’s abilities were not her own. And none of her guardians knew that she had the power to control flames or her other ability. Only three people in the world knew she was gifted, her cousin Devonté, a friend who moved away and her best friend Saoirse who had a secret of her own.

Faith and her family moved all the way to a New York City townhouse from their large Pacific Palisades home in California a month ago just so she and her cousin could attend the prestigious Alexander Prep School and be closer to where Maurice’s new office. It was a tradition for the teens of her family to attend the academy because they were major benefactors of the school.

Faith thought the townhouse was all right, but it lacked a certain amount of privacy given how close everyone was now. Her room was exactly like it was back home, but she had to be more economical about the space. Her bed was in between her desk, and her chest of drawers. It was still Starry Night themed with blue velvet bedsheets making it seem like she was sleeping in a nighttime river.

Her vanity lights were in the shape of stars and all the lamp shades had tiny half-moons in them, so they illuminated the room with their banana shapes. Her bookshelf was next to the walk-in closet filled from top to bottom with art books, sheet music and film scores.

“Faith Come down here for breakfast!” came her Grandmother Sicilia’s gravelly voice from somewhere downstairs.

“Coming!” Faith yelled back and she grabbed her bag then ran down the stairs and into the kitchen. Her Grandmother Sicilia, her Aunt Leti, and her cousin Devonté, nicknamed Dev were already sitting down at the kitchen table. Faith took a seat next to Dev and proceeded to fill her plate with eggs and bacon.

“Good morning everyone!” she said brightly despite her anxiety about starting a new school and having to keep her powers under control.

“Good morning dear,” said Aunt Leti in-between a gulp of orange juice.

“Good morning Faith,” said Grandmother Sicilia with a raised eyebrow. “Are you excited about your first day at Alexander?”

“Yeah. I guess,” Faith answered sheepishly.

“You guess?” Grandmother Sicilia repeated incredulously gaping at Faith as if she had said something terrible. “You’re going to be attending one of the most prestigious schools in New York and all you can say is ‘yeah I guess’? Lord...”

Faith looked down at her food and did not reply.

“Where’s Uncle Philip?” Faith asked looking at the empty space beside Aunt Leti. Faith’s Uncle Philip was a relaxed kind of guy. The typical kind uncle who always had a smile on his face and sweets in his pockets.

“He’s already left for the office,” Grandmother Sicilia answered. “Didn’t want to be stuck in traffic and unless you two want to be late for your first day of school, I suggest you leave soon. Lord knows how bad the traffic’s going to be.” Faith and Dev began to eat hastily. Her Grandmother Sicilia’s suggestion was more of an order than anything else.

“Bye grandma, bye mom,” Dev said 5 minutes later, wiping the orange juice shinning on his top lip then he grabbed his bookbag hanging on the hook next to the door.

“The driver knows the way to your school,” said Aunt Leti. “A little treat for your first day. Tomorrow you’ll take the train in.”

“Alright.”

“Goodbye and be good!” Grandmother Sicilia yelled as Faith and Dev made their way outside.

Faith closed and locked the door behind them then Dev turned to face her. He looked a lot like his mother, mahogany skinned, round-eyed with a silky voice built for a singer. “So today is the day cuz. No more valley girls and stupid jocks. Now we will be meeting Manhattan’s elite, spoiled trust fund babies and overachievers. We must be on our guard,” Dev said in a mock-serious tone that made Faith chuckle.

Dev was a funny boy, only one year older than Faith. He had long black hair like his grandmother that he liked to tie into a man bun. He would never let anyone cut it as he liked to have the girls, he hung around periodically braid or cornrow it for him.

“I really wish you had picked up acting, and then we could join the Drama Club together. I heard Alexander has a great Drama Department,” Dev said excitedly as they got into the car.

“Now Dev, you know I can’t act,” Faith admitted. “Besides, we can do judo together.”

“Yeah and have my butt kicked by you, no thanks, I’m not cut out for fighting.”

“And I’m not cut out for acting. Too much physical contact. Besides, I could not take up another club. You know I want to play the violin. That and judo will take up all my time and I could not quit either of them. They help me channel my anger and suppress my abilities.”

“You’ve been doing really well. No longer setting my things on fire. And you don’t have to keep the mini fire extinguisher in your room anymore.”

“Funny. I am suppressing more yes, but they are progressing. I can do other things now. I have been practicing late at night at the courts after hours and found that I can do other things too. It scares me Dev.”

“Don’t let it. It blows my mind, the things you can do. But now that we are in New York, perhaps we can shed some light on as to why and how you have those abilities.”

“My dad said he and mom met at Alexander Prep so I’m hoping to do some digging around while I’m here.”

Maurice always shut down whenever someone mentioned her, and her other relations never brought her up out of respect for him.

“That’s partly why I’m here Dev. But first things first. Let’s try and get through our first day of school.”

“Yeah.”

Routine as going to a new school was, Faith could not fight the skin prickling, heart racing and hand twisting anxiety that came along with it. On top of everything else, she had to worry about people finding out about her abilities. Dev had to hold her hand several times keep her from twisting them.

It took 15 minutes for Faith and Dev to reach the school. In big silver letters, the name ‘Alexander Prep’ shone brightly. It was just like the pictures on her mother’s scrap book but slightly more updated. It was still a brick school from the outside but there were Wi-Fi signs, picnic tables and a lit-up fountain in the middle where students could sit around. Faith’s voice caught in her throat as she saw the hundreds of students cramming into the large building. Then suddenly a hand touched her shoulder from behind. She tensed up, whipped around, and screamed.
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“For 13 years, I thought I was alone in the world. Every day I wondered why I was given a gift that only brings me misery. Then I met her, someone like me and that was when I truly saw my powers as a gift.” -Faith
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The hand belonged to a girl with Dutch braids winding around her head like a crown and green & yellow eyes so bright, you would swear they glowed in the dark. The girl jumped when Faith screamed, and they fell into each other arms.

“Oh my God!” Faith exclaimed as they hugged and squealed, rousing passers-by and the crowds of students in front of the building.

“Faith, I have been trying to contact you since I got to New York,” the girl cried as Faith returned the hug. The sound of her husky Irish accent bringing back fond memories.

“What are you doing here Saoirse?” Faith asked.

Saoirse Abbey, Faith’s best friend from Brentwood Academy in Pacific Palisades.

They met 2 years ago when Faith was on a school camping trip to the wintery Tehachapi mountains. She had strayed from her group and got lost trying to get back to camp. Huddled under an old tree with only a few supplies left she did the only thing she knew to both keep warm and to alert people to her position.

Faith dug a hole in the snow, gathered as much dry leaves and branches as she could find in the snowy forest, then she concentrated hard on the spot and watched it ignite before her eyes like someone had turned on a stove beneath the branches.

She waited by her warm fire for someone to come find her, but her saviour was not a park ranger, it was a girl with pigtails and a horse and that came thundering to her through the trees. Faith yelped and fell backwards hitting her head on the tree as the nearly 2-meter-tall creature neighed and bucked up at the site of her fire. The quick-thinking girl on the horse shut her eyes tightly than a jet water came rushing out from nowhere to put out the fire.

Faith gaped up at the girl who extended her hand towards her from atop the horse.

“You alright there?” said the girl in what was unmistakably an Irish accent. “You gave me horse the right fright you did. Could have trampled you.”

But rather than taking the girl’s hand, Faith just gawked at her, eyes wide and heart beating rapidly in her chest from both fright and excitement. This girl had conjured water from nowhere. She had seen it with her own eyes. She was gifted, just like her.

“You put out the fire,” said Faith in a voice barely above a whisper. The girl scratched her head and looked anywhere but at Faith.

“Did I?”

“I saw you, you put it out with water from your hands.”

The girl cajoled and her horse shook its big head.

“Right, I can shoot water from my hands. I think that knocked on your noggin must have scrambled something,” she said as she dismounted the horse and patted it on the right flank.

Faith was not going to let her weasel out of admitting what she saw. She pondered what to say for a moment, then it hit her. While the girl was checking if her horse was okay, Faith re-ignited the fire with a flick of her wrist.

The girl turned on her heel and gaped open-mouthed at her.

“You...what...how,” a loss for words, she just sputtered incoherently, holding on to her horse’s bridle for support.

“You made fire?”

“I did, can you put it out?” Faith challenged and she saw a grin form on her freckled face. She shut her eyes and hovered her hands over the fire, a gush of water splashed out of her hands and put out the embers. The two girls grinned at each other, and the water conjurer extended her hand once more. This time, Faith took it.

“Saoirse Abbey at your service,” said the girl.

“Soar what? Sorry?”

“It’s pronounced Seer-sha, It’s Gaelic,” she said with a wink.

“My name is Faith, Faith Spiritwolfe.”

That was the day they became friends. Saoirse’s father worked with horses and was holding an English style riding class near the campground. Saoirse saw the smoke from the fire and thought some kids were messing about when she came upon Faith.

Unable to leave Saoirse’s side, Faith stayed with the Abbey’s that night after she returned to her school campground. They talked well into the morning about everything they had experienced. The girls wondered if they might be sisters, but Saoirse’s father is not hers and he is of no relation to her. However, they both thought that there must be explanation for them both having such unusual abilities but oddly related abilities.

“I thought you were going to some boarding school for Equine studies,” said Faith back in the present.

“Yeah well, so did I, but my dad surprised me, he accepted a position at an Equine University here. I asked if he could get me into Alexander Prep so we could be together.

“Bless your father,” said Faith, embracing Saoirse once more. “I was afraid I’d be alone at this school,” Faith said beaming.

“Hey! What about me?” Dev said indignantly “Suddenly I’m nobody?”

“No Dev, I meant I ‘d have no female friends here,” Faith said quickly as she put her arm around him, and Saoirse put her arm around his other side.

“Devonte, I've missed you too,” Saoirse said, and she gave him a swift hug.

“Come on guys, let’s go inside,” Faith said and the three of them walked into the building.

Faith felt almost all her anxiety fade away as she walked the bustling halls with Dev and Saoirse. “So, where do we go?” Dev asked and Faith pulled out a piece
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