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CHAPTER 1
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Silver pulled her car into the parking lot at school and put it in park. She sat there for a moment before opening the door and grabbing her bag off of the passenger seat. From here at least things seemed normal, but then again, she was still a little far from the entrance to the school.

She got out gingerly, her legs feeling wobbly as she placed them on the ground and lifted herself out of the seat. 

Other students were walking to the building from their cars too, but she didn’t recognize any of them as friends or acquaintances, which was good. The longer she could go before speaking to anyone the better.

Her legs walked forward and her head and torso followed behind them as she neared the side entrance.

She looked down at her hands once more, as she had already done dozens of times that morning, and checked them for any marks that would give her away. But she had scrubbed them clean trying to remove the dirt from the night before. She was pretty sure she had succeeded.

As she got closer to the doors, she saw exactly what she expected to see. There was a buzz, some kind of excitement. Students spoke hurriedly to each other, and their bodies moved with a quickness that made Silver think of insects flying over a rotting carcass. It wouldn’t be long before she saw someone she knew.

“Silver!”

It was Jenna. A friend and fellow member of the cheerleading squad. Silver felt her breathing turn quick and shallow, and, just as her legs had taken over as she walked from the car, her voice now spoke of its own volition.

“Hey!” Silver said, trying to remember how she would normally greet one of her friends in the morning. She hoped she had gotten it right. 

“Have you heard yet?” Jenna asked, looking thrilled to be the first person to tell Silver what had happened. “Somebody vandalized the school last night. The lobby is trashed!”

Silver knew her next move was to respond with surprise. She felt her breathing return to normal and her body start to feel whole again, as she got into character.

“Wait, what? Do they know who did it?”

“See for yourself. They’re not letting us into the lobby, of course, but we can get close.”

Silver put a perplexed look on her face as she grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. 

What greeted her when she walked inside was pure chaos. 

The hallways were mobbed and it was loud. There were a few teachers and administrators who tried to move people along, get them into their classrooms, but they were outnumbered by the agitated student body.

Silver and Jenna squeezed their way through the crowds and made a right into another hallway. This one was even worse. It ended at the lobby.

Silver was desperate to make it through to the end. To see the destruction in the full light of day. She pushed through the crowd, creating a path behind her for Jenna to follow. Finally, she was at the end.

As Jenna had said, the lobby was indeed trashed. Graffiti covered the walls. Trash cans were turned over, trophy and awards cases smashed with the contents lying broken on the floor. All ways into the lobby—the front doors and both of the hallways that led away from it—were roped off. 

“Crazy, isn’t it?” Jenna said, her eyes wide with excitement. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Silver saw Mike with a group of three guys from the basketball team. He was looking around and making loud comments just like the rest of the students. 

Silver looked around again just as Dave approached from the other hallway. He quietly approached the lobby to see what had happened. He was alone and didn’t join one of the groups of onlookers to discuss what had happened. Just as quickly as he appeared, he turned and left, apparently not interested enough to stick around.

“So what happened? Does anyone know anything about this?” Silver asked Jenna.

“I have no idea. I just got here about five minutes ago myself.”

Silver wondered how far behind Anthony, her brother, was. Normally, they would have driven to school together. But today was different. 

There was still twenty minutes before classes started. She felt someone push into her on her left side and looked over. It was Karly. She wanted to talk to her, but that might seem strange. She couldn’t risk it. After a moment, Karly turned around and was swallowed by the crowd as she walked back the other way.

The level of energy in the room was high, yet Silver felt oddly disconnected from it all, as if she was a ghost floating by, observing this room full of humans and their emotions. 

Silver looked down at her feet and saw a golden girl that had been severed from the top of a trophy. She picked it up and looked at it, the figure stiff in her hands, then squeezed her fist around it, feeling its edges dig into her palm.

A second later she felt better as she saw Anthony appear from the other hallway, towering above most of the other students. She waved at him through the crowd, standing on her tiptoes to get his attention. He finally spotted her and waved back, an expression on his face most would read as surprise, but in which she could spot fear.

Silver was starting to feel nervous again. She wasn’t sure how she was going to make it through the day, but she knew if she did she would feel better, and knew that the more days she could put between herself and this morning, the better off she would be.

Just then it got louder throughout the lobby, and Silver realized that several police officers were coming through the door.

That was all she needed to see.

She turned back around, grabbing Jenna by the wrist, and made her way back down the hallway. It was time to go to class. His class.

Jenna said good-bye and scurried away, leaving Silver alone with the golden girl still in her hand. Silver looked at it for a moment and the marks the trophy top had left in her hand. She had the sudden urge to keep it, to put the golden girl into her bag, but in the end she spotted a trash can and tossed it away, a flash of gold disappearing into the abyss. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


Two Weeks and One Day Prior

Mr. Bailey carefully laid the paper down on Silver’s desk as he strode through the rows with a stack of papers in hand. The entire class was quiet and anxious as they waited the results of their mid-term paper. 

It was the same way every time they received an assignment or exam back. Mr. Bailey didn’t just throw them all onto a desk and tell them to come up and get theirs. Nor did he sit at the front of the classroom calling out names and placing the papers in the hands that reached out to him. No.

He personally walked down the four rows of desks and handed the papers back one by one.

He would arrange them beforehand in the order that the students sat. They had assigned seats in Mr. Bailey’s class, which was odd as almost all of them were seniors. But here in this class there was order. And a part of that order was that everyone should sit in the same seat every class.

Silver sat three desks from the front in the second row, so she had her paper before half the class did.

She stared at it for a moment without moving, leaning back against her chair and not picking it up. It was the thickest paper she had ever turned in during her tenure in high school. She had worked hard on it.

She didn’t have to search for her grade. She could see it even while leaning back, not having touched a thing. 

Blue ink. Mr. Bailey always graded in blue ink. It was a nice change from red, which despite standing out well, was harsh. But, Mr. Bailey always chose blue.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see other students holding up their papers and flipping through them. A few people were already comparing things that Mr. Bailey had written. Some looked pleased with themselves. Some looked dejected.

Silver had no discernible expression on her face.

Since she was smart and had great grades and that was generally known, the fact that she wasn’t making much of a fuss about her grade seemed normal. She probably had gotten an A.

But that wasn’t the letter in blue ink that sat atop her paper. No, that letter was a B.

Normally, Silver wouldn’t have sweated a B so much, as she would be pretty confident that she could make up for it with other assignments to have an overall grade of A.

But this was a big assignment, and not only that, but she had been having a more difficult time in this class than was usual for her.

Generally, in all her classes without exception, she could expect an A with little to moderate effort depending on the teacher and the subject. She was used to coasting by with little to no stress. It had been wonderful, and she had taken it for granted.

For the other three assignments in this class, she had grades of B, A, and B. Unfortunately, the A was on the smallest assignment and carried the least weight in her overall grade. She didn’t have to be a math genius to know that three Bs and an A would not be an A overall.

She didn’t want to shift in her seat because she knew as soon as she did, she would be able to feel the butterflies in her stomach. She had been ignoring her growing anxiety about this class, but after this grade she couldn’t avoid it any longer.

She would be submitting her college applications soon, and an overall grade of B in Advanced English didn’t fit into her plan.

Silver wanted to attend one of the most selective universities in the nation. She thought there was a decent chance she could be accepted, but she knew without a perfect grade point average she had no chance. 

She had been plotting her acceptance into this particular college since the beginning of high school, and knew that grades and standardized test scores were just the basics. She also planned out her extracurricular activities, making sure to demonstrate her leadership skills, commitment to service, and unique qualities, abilities, and interests.

Besides maintaining a perfect grade point average, her standardized test scores were excellent—not perfect, but excellent. She wasn’t too worried about the fact that they weren’t perfect, as some universities were beginning to give them less weight in the application package. She was captain of the cheerleading squad and student body president. Those things were good but not nearly enough.

In her quest, she had taken trips to foreign countries to serve local populations. She had founded and organized the “Service Club” at school to match students with volunteer opportunities, and she was doing everything she could to become fluent in Spanish, meeting once a week for coffee with a native speaker to increase her fluency.

She had courted awards and honor societies, and even served on the leadership boards of some. Her freshman year she had considered joining the marching band and learning to play the oboe to demonstrate an interest in the arts, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. It would have been social suicide.

She did, however, try out for the school play, and actually got a small part, despite the fact that she had no acting experience and had no interest in it. She gritted her teeth and got through it, knowing that it would round out her resume.

Silver tried to give herself every edge she could think of for getting accepted to her first choice university. There was almost nothing she wouldn’t do for her resume, and now, it seemed that English was finally going to break her.

Finally, Silver leaned forward in her seat and picked up her graded paper, accepting the inevitable. She flipped through it but barely read the comments in the margins. Only one thing mattered, and it was that letter at the top of the first page. The letter she didn’t want.

She started to fidget as the anxiety spread through her body. Her left heel tapped the ground, and she drummed her fingers against the desk. She succeeded at most things she tried, and had such well-laid plans for her life that she was rarely caught off guard. She didn’t quite know what to do.

She happened to look up and catch the grade on the paper of the guy who sat to her right and up one desk. An A. She knew his name was Dave and that he was a senior, but didn’t know much else about him. This was a little odd as they had been going to school together since the sixth grade. But she didn’t think anyone else knew much about him either. 

He didn’t talk much, and when he did, she figured it was probably to discuss role-playing games and fantasy novels. She was embarrassed just to know what those were. As far as she could tell, he wore the same denim jacket every day of his life, no matter the season. And even worse, he had hand drawn a picture of an elaborate dragon on the back of the jacket in black marker, which stood out against the worn denim and juxtaposed its utilitarian nature in a strange way. 

To be honest, the drawing was kind of cool, but Silver found no rational excuse for why it should be on the back of a jean jacket. She had the vague impression that Dave was a good artist in general, but couldn’t remember why she knew that. Also, she couldn’t think of anyone—even in the weird crowd—who she knew to be his friend. For just a split second, she was struck by how lonely that must be, and then her empathy was overpowered by her growing anger.

What had he done in his paper that she hadn’t been able to do? She didn’t know him by reputation as being that smart, and she had trouble believing that he had outdone her. But it was true. The blue ink didn’t lie. 

Dave flipped through his paper carefully, actually taking the time to read the comments that Mr. Bailey had written. When he was done, Silver watched him slip his paper into his bag that was beside him on the floor, and pull out a heavily dog-eared paperback novel. He leaned back against his chair and began reading as Mr. Bailey started taking questions from the class about the grading and explained some common missteps within many of the papers. Dave apparently had no reason to listen. This really pissed her off.

She was now silently seething in her seat, the fluttery anxiety of a few moments prior had been replaced with heat that made its way slowly but surely up to her face, where she could feel her cheeks flush. Her skin tone concealed most of it, and she was glad for that.

“Hey,” someone whispered on her left-hand side. It was Mike. He sat in the desk right next to her. “How did you do?” He flashed his paper at her showing her that he had received a B also.

She was slightly relieved that someone she knew had gotten the same grade, but just for a second. It didn’t change the fact that this was not the grade she wanted.

To be nice, she flashed her paper back at him showing him her grade.

He nodded at her and smiled a conciliatory smile, knowing that she probably wanted the A. The gesture actually made her smile back at him.

Mike was one of the nicest and friendliest people that she knew, and she tried not to hold that against him. He had been friends with her brother since middle school, and she often saw him in social situations, including at her own house when Anthony had friends over. He was a great athlete, with a body so strong and lithe he made the most complicated movements look easy. At 6’0”, with a well-toned, but not overly muscular, body, he excelled at both football and basketball, but would play neither competitively in college. Silver knew he had his sights set on medical school after college, and he would focus on that. Getting a B in English wouldn’t set him back too much.

“Damn,” Mike said, exaggerating the word a little bit, “what do you have to do to get an A on an assignment in this class?”

“Ask him,” Silver said as she nodded her head in Dave’s direction.

Mike raised both of his eyebrows in response to this, as if to ask “Really?” Silver nodded back. But not even Mike knew Dave enough to speak to him, and Dave was still lost in his book anyway.

Silver was not a reader herself, not for enjoyment anyway, and she never understood how people could read for extended periods of time when they didn’t have to. Reading was for school, and hopefully had a purpose to it, like finding out an answer for an exam question. Otherwise, Silver felt no need to do it. Maybe it was something about sitting alone for long periods of time.

Mr. Bailey was still talking away, answering someone’s question about a part of the paper. Silver hadn’t heard what the question was because she had been talking to Mike, but truthfully she didn’t care anyway. Mr. Bailey didn’t allow resubmissions of assignments, so it wasn’t like she could fix her paper and turn it in again. Her grade would stand.

Mike then turned around in his seat to the girl behind him.

“Hey, Karly,” Mike said, “what did you get?”

The girl looked at him with a friendly expression, which turned sour when she said, “C plus.”

“Well, hey,” Mike said while flashing his signature smile, “at least you got that plus.” He put his hand up to give her a high five, and as their palms touched, she smiled back at him, the dozen or so bracelets on her arm dangling and clinking together.

“What did you get?” she said.

“B,” he said, still smiling.

“Not bad,” Karly said. “Did anyone get an A?” She made an attempt to look around at some of the papers near her, but didn’t see any.

“Silver said Dave did.”

“Dave got an A? Damn!” Karly slammed her hands down on the desk in mock frustration as Mike quietly laughed.

Silver, who had been on the periphery of their conversation, made eye contact with Karly, who looked back at her.

Silver didn’t know her well, and she didn’t run in the same social circles that she and Mike did. The fact that Mike knew her wasn’t that surprising; he was friendly with practically everybody. Silver thought that she was new to the school sometime in the last couple of years. Silver only knew her as the girl-who-wore-all-that-jewelry.

Karly always had a few necklaces draped around her, bracelets up and down her arms, rings on seven of her ten fingers, and large earrings that you could see on the other end of the hallway if you wanted to.

Silver suddenly got the urge to look to her right, and found that Anthony was trying to get her attention. He sat all the way on the far right in the middle of the row. He was making hand signals to her that Silver finally realized meant he had gotten a C plus on the paper. He must have caught Mike’s eye too, because he made the signal again and then fist pumped a couple of times while smiling. 

Anthony was already committed to play basketball at a small, private college about two hours away from their home. He was happy just to pass everything at this point. Not that he wasn’t smart, he just didn’t feel like putting forth the effort now that he already had his college plans figured out. 

She signed back to him that she had gotten a B, and his expression dropped a bit at the news. 

“Okay, that’s it for today. See you folks tomorrow,” Mr. Bailey said, as they could hear the sounds of the hallway coming alive, meaning that it was time to change classes. A couple seconds later the bell rang.

They all got up and grabbed their bags causing a cacophony of chairs and desks scraping against the floor. Mike was right behind Silver as she walked out the door. When they entered the hallway, she turned to him so that he was on her left side.

“So how do you know her?” she asked.

“Who?” Mike said.

“Karly. That’s her name, right?”

“Oh, we have ceramics together.”

“You take ceramics?” Silver asked.

“Yeah, it’s fun. Plus, my other three classes are English, Calculus, and Physics. I’ve got to do something that gives me a break during the day.”

Their high school ran on a block schedule. The academic year was divided into two semesters where each student had four different classes, as opposed to the typical seven or eight that ran the entire year. 

“How does your father feel about that?” Silver asked, teasing.

“Well, he agreed to it,” Mike said with a smile that seemed hard to maintain. “He would have preferred something like Strength Training for an easy class. Something that would help for football and basketball, but I wanted to do something creative, so ceramics it was.”

Silver noticed the strain in Mike’s voice and movements, like he was pushing against some force that held him back. His father was well liked in the community, including by Silver, but she knew he held Mike to the highest standards. Mike met those standards, but she realized that must be exhausting sometimes.

“Is that where you’re going now?” Silver asked.

“Yeah,” Mike said, his usual enthusiasm having risen again. “Hey, remind me to show you what I’m working on sometime. It’s this huge bowl, I actually did it all on the potter’s wheel.”

“All right,” Silver said, feeling more amused with Mike than she normally did, “definitely show me sometime.”

With that, he slung an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze, flashed a smile at her, and then jogged off down the hallway toward the ceramics studio. She watched him wave to or greet at least three people before he was out of sight.

Silver had Psychology next, which was good as this wasn’t as intellectually taxing as Advanced English (of course, nothing was as intellectually taxing as Advanced English). In fact, she currently had a 99 percent in this class, which gave her plenty of room to make a couple of mistakes while still earning an A. 

She entered her classroom and sat down at the desk she usually sat in. No assigned seats in this class. Up on the board, her teacher had drawn a pyramid with five different levels, all labeled and with different colors for each level. Silver glanced at this with curiosity before her mind wandered back to English again. The butterflies returned to her stomach.

She didn’t know what she was going to do. She had gotten temporarily distracted from this problem while talking to Mike, but now it was back in full force.

This would ruin everything. She had to figure out how to get an A in this class. But mathematically it might not be possible. Her heartbeat rose just at this thought.

She could try talking to Mr. Bailey about her grade, possibly getting her grade on the mid-term paper changed or maybe even negotiating a redo. But she knew that wouldn’t work; he wasn’t the type of teacher that students tried that on.

That left only the assignments going forward.

One of which, and the most important, was Mr. Bailey’s legendary final exam. It was an all essay exam, and it was timed. 

Everyone who stepped foot into Advanced English knew from the beginning of the semester what that exam would consist of, because Mr. Bailey never changed the structure of it from year to year, only the specific questions asked.

The exam would consist of seven essay questions, of which each student would pick five to answer, and would cover a variety of topics from the entire semester. However, the exam was only fifty minutes long (not ninety minutes like a regular class period), meaning that you had, on average, ten minutes to complete each question.

Silver needed an A on this exam if there was any chance of her receiving an A in the class, but considering what her performance had been thus far, she didn’t know how she was going to pull it off. She had no problem working her ass off if she believed that would get her the grade, but she wasn’t convinced. 

Her other option was to cheat.

From what she had heard about the exam, this was almost impossible. For starters, it wasn’t like she could just look at someone else’s paper while taking the exam since the questions were essays. That was risky anyway. Also, she wasn’t sure if everybody got the same seven questions, or if Mr. Bailey actually alternated exams. Silver made a mental note to figure that out.

The only way to cheat would be to get a copy of the exam ahead of time and memorize the questions. Taking a peak at the answers wouldn’t hurt either, if there was such a document. Silver wasn’t sure.

She needed an edge with this exam, she just wasn’t sure how to get it.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AUTHOR OF NORTH





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





