Chapter 1

The cold morning light sliced through the window blinds, illuminating the dust swirling in the center of the room. Karina Morgan lay awake, gazing up at the faded glow-in-the-dark stars her father had affixed to her ceiling all those years ago. The dream she’d been having when the alarm went off sat crouched in the corner of her mind, playing a game of hide-and-seek. She rolled over and hid under the covers, dreading the day that lay before her. 
	As she dragged herself through her morning ritual—face-washing, tooth-brushing, getting dressed—the weight of what she faced grew heavier. In the kitchen, she crumpled her lunch into her backpack as she fought the urge to run back upstairs and lock herself in the bathroom.
Ducking the blows being exchanged between her brothers, she sank into the backseat of her mom’s white Honda Pilot with its crushed rear bumper and missing taillight.	The ride to Vista Verde Middle School was, as always, too brief, despite the stop at the elementary school to drop off Max. As the car rattled along, Karina stared out the window, wishing she could ascend to the treetops and leave her empty body behind.
	When they pulled up, Jonah threw open the door and ran down the two dozen steps to the low, ivy-covered building. Karina reluctantly followed. The 15-degree drop in temperature upon entering always made her think of an underground tomb. She shivered in anticipation.
	On this morning, as she went to open the door—something she’d done a hundred times before—she was stopped in her tracks. The act of reaching for the handle brought her dream screeching back to her. In her mind, she saw a hazy subterranean chamber filled with light. Someone had spoken to her, told her things—important things—though she couldn’t remember what. She stood there frozen, staring at the handle in her hand.
	“Move it, loser!” growled a voice behind her. She turned to see a 200-pound football player looming over her. She flashed him a sheepish grin, yanked open the door, and went inside.
	The air in Mr. Dixon’s eighth-grade science class was thick with BO and bad breath, though it was barely 8:30. As she made her way to a desk toward the back of the room, Karina wondered how it could smell so bad so early in the day. 
	She had long ago developed a habit of sitting near the back of her classrooms—not so far back as to convey disinterest but far enough to provide some cover. She watched as the last of the students trickled in and couldn’t help but notice that, despite their gangly bodies and zitty skin, none of them had anything approaching her own hideous imperfection.
	Mr. Dixon stood scribbling something on the blackboard. He was a lanky man, old enough to be her grandfather, with a graying goatee, a wild look in his eyes, and a posture that showed the effect of many hours spent bent forward. What he spent those hours bent forward over Karina didn’t know, but she liked to picture him hunched before an elaborate laboratory apparatus conducting a groundbreaking experiment that would tear a hole in the fabric of space-time.
	Despite his beaten-down appearance, Mr. Dixon was passionate about teaching. In his eyes was a constant low glimmer, like the flame on a Bunsen burner, which would flare up whenever he explained a scientific law or principle. His lighthearted approach to learning made the kids happy to overlook his age and unapologetic nerdiness.
	He finished writing, put down the chalk, and turned to face the class, hands clasped in front of his chest as if about to recite a prayer. To the science gods, probably, thought Karina. The class recognized this as a signal he was ready to begin and quieted down.
	“Morning, everyone. Okay, um, we were talking about entropy, right?” A handful of students near the front of the room nodded. Mr. Dixon turned to write the word in backward-slanting letters.
	With three swishes of his long, spider-like legs, he arrived at his desk in the corner. He grabbed his coffee cup, took a sip, and slammed it down on the desk. The first two rows of students jumped. Karina felt a rush of excitement. She loved Mr. Dixon—he was so theatrical.
	“Now, if I had smashed this cup, what would that have been an example of?” Before the class could respond, he held up a finger. “I didn’t smash it, of course, because that would have made a huge mess, and I would’ve had to clean it up. And besides, this is one of my favorite cups. My granddaughter gave it to me for Father’s Day. See?” He picked up the cup to show the class the blue-and-gold ribbon painted on the side. “It says ‘World’s Greatest Grandpa,’” he said, grinning. “So I wouldn’t really have broken it, but if I had, what would that have been an example of?” He returned the cup to the desk as the class murmured the word.
	“Yes!” He waved a finger triumphantly in the air and took a step forward. “Entropy: the tendency of 
everything in the universe, atoms, planets, galaxies—your bedrooms at home…” He paused for an obliging chuckle from the class. “…to disintegrate into a state of disorder. The laws of nature favor entropy. Without a force acting upon things to keep them in a state of order, they will tend toward disorder.” He glanced around the room, then returned to his desk.
	“This morning, for example, I had a hot cup of coffee. The steam was rising out of it; it smelled great. Brazilian, I think. Premo stuff!” He glanced down into the cup. “I took a sip, but then Principal Sadler came into the room and started talking to me, so I put it down. Eventually, the steam from my coffee dispersed into the air, and the coffee went cold. That is entropy.” Mr. Dixon looked intently at the class.
	“The heat from my coffee spread out into the room and was no longer organized inside the cup. The temperature of the coffee and the temperature of the room reached equilibrium.” He turned to write the word on the blackboard. “So, has the heat disappeared?” A few students shook their heads. “That’s right. Energy—in this case heat—cannot be destroyed. That is what is known as the conservation of energy. The energy is no longer organized inside the cup, but it still exists… somewhere… out there.” Mr. Dixon fluttered his hands and widened his eyes spookily.
	Karina picked up her pen to write “conservation of energy” in her notebook, but her attention was immediately drawn to the doodles she’d made the previous week when Mr. Dixon had been sick and they’d had a sub. There were the usual schoolgirl squiggles: a cloud with a rainbow jutting out of it, a vase full of flowers, and a heart containing the name of her fondest obsession: Parker Anderson.
	Seeing the name of the roguishly handsome Parker, who was the object of desire for so many girls at Vista Verde, conjured up his face, and despite Karina’s interest in the lesson, she lost her focus. Though she continued to stare at Mr. Dixon, her eyes glazed over, and she was swallowed by the memory of the first time she’d laid eyes on the magnificent boy who’d occupied her every waking moment for months. As she’d done so many times before, Karina recalled the exact moment her heart had shattered into a million pieces, each tiny fragment stamped with his initials.
	It had been late October. Karina had been leaning against a wall waiting for Jonah’s soccer practice to end when she’d noticed Parker on the sidelines. His mother had been talking to him while he sat taking off his cleats, and he’d been ignoring her. After a few attempts to get him to respond, she’d given up and reached down to tousle his hair. When he’d turned to swat her away, Karina had caught sight of his bronzed cheeks, smoky brown eyes, and wicked sideways smile. One flick of that dirty blonde hair, and her fate had been sealed.
	From that moment on, Karina had known that if ever there might lurk in the darkest recesses of her heart—in the places reserved for the most delicate of feelings—a single desolate hope for romantic happiness, it would forever dangle from those luscious, shiny locks.
	On that day, to her parents’ surprise, Karina developed a sudden interest in her brother’s soccer career. She’d sit on the sidelines and cheer, hoping—and yet fearing—that Parker would notice her. Although it was obvious that this boy was miles beyond her reach, that he rated someone at the very top of the Vista Verde social scale, and despite her best efforts to reason with herself, Karina couldn’t help but yearn for him. She was smitten—hopelessly, recklessly, unconditionally smitten.
	She was sitting there enjoying the buzz of pleasant feelings flowing through her body, when her daydream suddenly splintered and a stinging memory rose up to take its place.
	A few weeks after she’d first noticed him, Karina had run into Parker on his way to the parking lot. 
Mistaking his brief glance in her direction for a sign of recognition, she’d been overtaken by an uncharacteristically bold impulse. Before she could stop herself, her mouth had begun to form words—something that had startled even her.
	“Are you going to Borelli’s after the game, Parker?” He’d paused to look at her, his contorted grimace registering a mix of surprise and irritation.
	“What’s it to you, freak?” he’d said, his words like bullets ripping through her flesh. In an instant, she’d been gripped by nausea, almost as if she’d actually been shot. Her head had begun to spin and every muscle to give out. She’d staggered and caught herself just before face-planting onto the pavement. All of this had occurred with barely an outward sign. But to Karina, on that day, it’d felt as if she’d almost lost her life.
	“Parker, that’s not nice!” his mother had said, smiling at her through the car window. “Sure, we’ll be there.” When her eyes had come to rest on Karina’s face, though, her smile had faded.
	From the curb, Karina had watched the car pull away, Parker in the passenger’s seat, a pair of earphones
jammed into his ears, completely unaware of the brutal homicide he’d almost committed.
