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Part One

Run


1

The bag slammed into my body, and I hit the mat with a grunt. I flipped over, scrambling to my knees as I tried to find the weapon that just flew out of my hand.

Four claws appeared at my throat. A loud buzzer sounded.

Dead.

I flopped back on the mat, letting out an annoyed huff of air. That was embarrassing. I didn’t even make it thirty seconds that round.

“You have one more life,” the voice on the intercom said. “Do you want to take a break first?”

I got to my feet and turned to where a large, skeptical man named Bubba watched me through the window. I considered telling him to forget about the last life. Surely I’d humiliated myself enough for one day.

I shook my head. “No, I’m fine.”

Bubba made a face like, wow, she’s an idiot. I was very familiar with this expression.

He pressed a button on his computer, and the practice dummy retracted, squeaking as it zipped along the track mounted to the ceiling.

I put my hands on my hips as I took a deep breath. Four lives, and I died within two minutes each round. I really was an idiot. Bubba was a good judge of character.

“You sure you don’t want the body pads, Clara?” Bubba asked over the intercom. “You took a pretty big hit just now.”

“No.” I shook out my shoulders. “I don’t need pads.” Pads were for football players. I’d never had padding to protect me from a hit.

“The girls usually take the pads,” he said. “Especially . . .” He didn’t finish his sentence. He didn’t need to. Especially the girls who didn’t look tough. Especially the girls with their dark brown hair in French braid pigtails and breasts that were made to hold up dresses, not jump around fighting monsters. I really shouldn’t have been doing this in a regular bra. Sorry, boobs.

“I don’t need pads,” I said again.

“All right. Ready?” Bubba asked over the intercom.

“Yeah.”

“Sword.” Bubba sounded like he’d lost what little faith he had in me.

I grabbed my sword from the mat. It wasn’t actually a sword, just a plastic tube that looked like it belonged on a vacuum cleaner. It had a light on the end that glowed green if I hit a weak spot. I’d only seen it light up once, briefly.

The buzzer sounded, indicating that I had five seconds to prepare. I tightened my grip on my vacuum attachment.

There were four practice dummies hanging from the ceiling, but I’d picked a level one session, so only one jolted away from the wall. It was made out of a large punching bag with plastic arms attached, complete with four-inch claws at the end.

It looked cheap, and stupid. Until it started moving.

The dummy flew at me, metal screeching as it zoomed forward. It was made to approximate a real scrab, and it moved incredibly fast.

Claws sliced through the air. I stumbled backward, the mat squishing beneath my feet.

The dummy’s body swung side to side as it raced along the track, claws outstretched. I ducked beneath its arms and darted around it. I’d clearly surprised it, because it took a second for it to swing around.

I jumped forward, thrusting the sword at its neck. I saw the green light, but only for a second. I hadn’t put enough force behind the weapon for a kill shot.

I barely pulled my hand back in time to miss getting dinged by plastic claws. I spun and ran, ready to swerve and surprise it again—

The bag slammed into my back, sending me crashing into the wall. I hit it so hard that I could have sworn the wall shook. That was going to leave a bruise.


  “Whoa, are you—”


Bubba’s voice cut out as I jumped away from the wall and dashed around the dummy. It swung to face me, all ten claws stretching for my face. I launched at it, throwing my sword into its neck as hard as I could.

The sword glowed bright green. The dummy’s arms dropped. A pleasant dinging sound echoed through the room.

I won. I killed it.

“Congrats, darlin’,” Bubba said over the intercom. He didn’t actually sound all that happy for me. “You sure can take a hit. Last guy in here cried after round two.”

I blew my bangs out of my eyes. I could definitely take a hit. One of my few talents.

And I could kill a dummy pretending to be a scrab one in five times.

I watched as the dummy retracted. If I’d had more money, I might have asked Bubba to give me another full set of lives. I wanted to pound the vacuum attachment into that fake scrab until it was thoroughly dead.

“Meet me up front,” Bubba said.

The dummy took its place at the back of the room, and I dropped my sword into its charger on the wall.

I walked out of the simulation room and down the hallway to the front desk. Bubba’s Combat Training and Games wasn’t much to look at, inside or out. It was a squat, windowless building on the side of the highway, the kind of place that might be the last thing you saw before you died. The front room consisted of a few metal chairs, a desk, and walls covered in flyers advertising various services.


European Vacation Special
Buy 5 defense classes for the family and get 2 free!

Weapons, Armor, and Guns
What works, and what doesn’t. Free book with class!

Florida Beach Tips
Learn to spot scrabs in the sand.



The last one was a couple years old. There hadn’t been a scrab sighting in Florida for a long time. They were rarely spotted anywhere in North America these days. It had been three months since the last one, in South Carolina, and the National Guard had shown up almost immediately to whisk it away.

Bubba must never have removed old flyers, because I spotted a bunch of old stuff—the announcement requiring Texas high school students to take combat class instead of gym, a seminar discussing scrab origin theories, even a newspaper article from 2013 about the attack in New Orleans, with a photo of President Obama standing amongst the wreckage. The walls were more history than advertising.

“All right, Clara,” Bubba said as he walked through the door and sat down at his desk. He pushed aside a coffee mug. “That’ll be twenty.”

I dug the bill out of my pocket, flattening it with my hand against the counter before handing it over. Bubba whisked it into a box in the top drawer of the desk. I swallowed as I watched it disappear. With the exception of a few quarters, that was all the money I had. I’d been saving that twenty for months.

The television mounted on the wall above my head was silently playing the news, and Bubba glanced up at it. The words Grayson St. John and Elite Fighting Squad scrolled across the bottom of the screen, beneath a photo of three scrabs standing over a destroyed food cart in Beijing. The scrabs looked a bit different depending on the region—in Asia they were large, typically six or seven feet tall, with enormous bodies covered in spikes. They ran on all fours and mostly used their massive mouths full of fangs to fight. Scrabs in Europe and the UK fought on two legs and made better use of their front claws. North American scrabs were a mix of both, but everyone said ours were smaller and kind of sluggish compared to the rest of the world.

I wondered which version Bubba had modeled his dummy after.

“You thinking of joining?” Bubba asked.

“Uh, I don’t know.” I was too embarrassed to say yes.

He squinted at me, running a hand over his dark beard. “You got any special skills or anything?”

“No.” I tilted my head. “Well, maybe. Is surviving a special skill?”

“I guess?” Bubba said it skeptically, probably thinking of my four deaths he’d just witnessed. But Bubba didn’t know. Not really.

“Yeah, I’ve got that, then. Not dying. That’s what I’m good at.”
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I had to take two buses to get home. The second one was crowded, and I pressed my body into a corner, face-to-face with a poster of Beyoncé selling makeup.

My phone dinged repeatedly in my pocket, but I didn’t pull it out. My news alerts hadn’t stopped since last night. The same headline was everywhere—on the phones around me, rolling across the small television screen mounted to the wall of the bus behind the driver. GRAYSON ST. JOHN ANNOUNCES INTERNATIONAL FIGHT SQUAD.

Grayson St. John would have beaten that fake scrab five out of five times. The people trying out for his fight squads probably could have done a level one course with their eyes closed.

The bus screeched to a stop. I squeezed around a guy staring at his phone and stepped off.

Sweat rolled down my back as I trudged down the sidewalk. It was May, in Dallas, which meant it had already been summer for a month.

Fridays were always lively in my neighborhood, even with the heat. The Brown boys whizzed by on their bikes, a taco truck at the end of the block had several customers, and Mrs. Gonzalez sat on her porch, wearing her leather shoulder holster over her loose blue dress. Her gun sat against her hip, clearly visible to anyone who walked by. She’d moved here from New York City several years ago, after the scrab attack in Midtown Manhattan, and she spent all day, every day, on her porch with her gun. Some of the neighbors reminded her that she’d moved here because there had never been a scrab attack in Dallas. She’d showed them the scar on her leg—twenty-four stitches—where a scrab had swiped its claws across her flesh. We all left her alone.

A few girls I went to school with were gathered around a car in the street, one of them on the ground, pulling a flat tire off the wheel. The girl sipping a large fountain drink, Adriana, caught me watching them and smiled, lifting her hand in a wave.

“Hey, Clara!” Her nails were so bright pink that I could see the color from across the street. Adriana’s hair and makeup were always perfect—she’d been the one to teach me how to put on eyeliner.

I waved back and walked a little faster.

All the eleventh-grade girls in my neighborhood were friends, except for me. I’d hung out with them until middle school, when it had become clear that they were the smart girls, the girls who would get scholarships and spend years voluntarily going to school after the required portion. It would be a miracle if I even finished high school. I just made them uncomfortable, so I came up with excuses not to hang out with them until they stopped asking.

I turned the corner and headed for the first house on the left. It was small, one-story, white, with bars on the windows that were ostensibly for our protection. The path to the front door was covered in weeds. The lawn always went to hell when Dad was gone.

Inside, the television was on, the local news playing to our empty faded blue couch. Paintings hung at strange spots on the walls, like someone had slapped them wherever or had a very odd design sense. In reality, they covered bad patch jobs or holes that had never been fixed. The most recent addition was a brightly colored painting of Texas that hung crooked at my eye level.

I found Mom in the kitchen, frantically stirring something in a bowl, flour dusting her black T-shirt. Mom did everything frantically, like someone was chasing her while she was mixing. I didn’t know if it was an acquired behavior or if she’d always been that way. I’d have put money on the former.

She noticed me standing at the entrance to the kitchen. A crease appeared between her eyebrows. I was a constant source of worry, or disappointment, or concern. Never quite figured out which.

“What are you making?” I asked.

“Your school called,” she replied.

My phone dinged in my pocket. In the other pocket was a summer school schedule confirming what we all already knew—I was an idiot. I swallowed as I pulled the paper out.

“Two classes, mija?” Mom said, stirring so hard batter splattered across her shirt. “You failed two classes?”

“I could never figure out what the physics teacher was talking about. It never made any sense to me. Even after lots of studying,” I added, which was a total lie. I never studied. How did you study something that made absolutely no sense? Was I supposed to stare at the book and hope it all miraculously clicked one day?

“And English?” Mom asked. “How do you fail English? You like to read.”

Not the kinds of books they made us read in class. I shrugged.

She stopped stirring and let out a sigh so heavy the neighbors probably heard it. “You were supposed to get a job this summer.”

“I know.”

“You were supposed to help me.” She gestured with both arms to nothing in particular. I was supposed to get a job to help her pay the bills so she wouldn’t break down and call Dad again. It was our deal.

“Maybe I should just get a GED,” I said.

“No. Absolutely not.”

“I’m not going to college anyway. What does it matter?”

“You are not dropping out of high school.”

“Then I’ll get a job on nights and weekends. You worked in high school.”

She gave me a look that clearly said, You’re not me. I wasn’t her. I’d never wanted to be, in most ways.

The front door opened, and my older brother stepped inside. Laurence had an expression that clearly said he wished he’d stayed gone longer. It was his usual expression.

“I’m flunking out of high school,” I said.

“Oh.” There was no surprise in his tone.

“You are not flunking out. You’re going to summer school,” Mom said.

Was physics suddenly going to make sense in summer school? I was going to fail, again, and we’d have further confirmation of my stupidity. It had been well established since first grade, when the teacher sent a note home to my parents saying I was unfocused and kept hitting the other kids when I got frustrated. I was nothing if not consistent.

But no one ever asked why I was unfocused, or why I had so many absences, or why hitting the other kids seemed like a good idea. So I fell further behind, and I never found a way to catch up. My teachers got used to disappointment. We all did.

“Just don’t call Dad,” I said. “We can figure this out.” I looked at Laurence, hoping for help, for a sudden reveal that he’d found a new job after getting fired from the last one.

Laurence seemed uncomfortable, like he always did when anyone expected something of him. He was happiest slipping through life invisible, which should have been difficult, at six feet tall with the build of a former football player. But he managed it most of the time. He could move like a ballerina on a spy mission whenever he detected a potentially awkward situation.

“My buddy has a line on a job,” he finally said. I didn’t try to hide my surprise. Laurence so rarely came through with the good news I hoped for.

“It’s in Oklahoma,” he finished.

Right. There was the Laurence I knew. Perpetually disappointing.

“You’re moving to Oklahoma?” Mom abandoned her mixing and gaped at my brother.

“It’s a good job,” he said apologetically. His gaze met mine, and he quickly looked away.

If I were being reasonable, I’d say I couldn’t blame Laurence for wanting to leave. He was twenty years old; he was supposed to move out on his own, not hang around to help support his mom and little sister. Objectively, he was allowed to have his own life.

In reality, I resented him. I wanted to ask him to stick it out for one more year, because surely—surely—I could figure out a way to escape when I was eighteen.

But I said nothing. I’d never been able to ask Laurence for anything. My brother and I barely spoke at all.

“When?” Mom asked.

“Next week,” Laurence said.

Mom nodded. “Call your father and tell him.” She paused. “And let me speak to him.”

My heart sank.

 


I retreated to my bedroom and didn’t listen to Laurence’s and Mom’s conversations with Dad. I didn’t need to. I’d heard it a dozen times. Mom always kicked Dad out, and she always asked him to come back.

This was my fault, anyway. It was my fault for thinking this time would be different just because Dad put my head through a wall. If he’d put only a tiny bit more muscle behind it, he could have killed me. Mom had lost it, screaming at him to get out with such ferocity I was surprised she didn’t damage her vocal cords. The world was still tilted as I listened to her throw his clothes out the window, and Dad was gone before I’d fully regained consciousness. But the horror of that incident had faded, like it always did. It was naïve to think otherwise.

And it was my fault for not being able to pass classes that, honestly, weren’t even that hard. My school was regularly ranked at the bottom of Dallas public high schools. Failing at my high school was a truly embarrassing feat.

My phone dinged again, and I finally pulled it out. The top news alert was in all caps. GRAYSON ST. JOHN POSTS RECRUITMENT VIDEO.

I clicked on it.

Grayson sat in front of a white background. He was a blond man in his early twenties, and handsome in a way that was almost unappealing. He was so good-looking that he’d circled right back around to ugly.

His blue eyes sparkled as he smiled at the camera. He was well lit. Grayson St. John was no stranger to the camera. I’d heard of the dude for the first time two days ago, and I’d already figured that one out.

“Hello, friends,” he said. “I’m Grayson St. John. You’ve probably heard of my father, the former CEO of St. John Technologies, Gregor St. John. Our company provides weapons to soldiers fighting scrabs in the US.


  “I’ll get right to the point. I’m going to go kill some scrabs. My father died in Prague trying to fight these things, and I’m not going to let his death be in vain. He wanted Congress to act, to send any kind of help, but they’ve just voted—again—to stay out of the fight overseas. Parts of Europe and Asia are under constant siege, and I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of sitting here while people die. Our government has closed its borders, and our president has repeatedly said that America must come first. Well, I say screw that, and I know many of you agree with me.



  “We’re forming fight squads. Training and weapons will be provided. You don’t need a military or police background, just a desire to help, though if you’re one of the young people who received combat training in school, we’d love to have you. We have cutting-edge technology that helps us track scrabs, and we’ll be partnering with local law enforcement or military wherever we are. Most fighting will be hand-to-hand, so please have some skill in that area.



  “We’ll cover all your expenses, and you’ll get stipends that increase every week you spend with us. And because they said I have to set a minimum age, you have to be sixteen.



  “We do value your safety, so we’re holding tryouts to make sure you’re equipped to fight. If you live in America, tryouts will only be held in Los Angeles and Atlanta, but we’ve chartered buses from several major cities to help you get there. Everyone else, there’s a list of cities around the world where our trainers will be holding tryouts. If you pass, you will be assigned to a team, and we’ll pay for your transportation to Europe or Asia.



  “Call the number on our website, and we’ll get you sorted. We won’t be paying for any return airfare if you change your mind, so please be sure before you hop on that plane.”


He leaned closer to the camera. “More information at the link. Please contact us even if you don’t have a passport. We’re working it out. I hope you’ll join me, friends. We can be better than our government.”

The video ended, and I lowered my phone. I understood suddenly the kinds of people who were going to show up in Atlanta and Los Angeles—a few thrill seekers, sure, but mostly do-gooder types. Humanitarians and charity workers and the sort of people who went to foreign countries to build schools for orphans.

Not me, basically. People probably didn’t join just because they were flunking out of high school and they were scared of their father. Those sorts of people simply ran away from home. I saw them living on streets, popping into the church a few blocks over for a free meal and a shower. Some of them looked like they were doing fine. Some of them didn’t.

I knew my place. It was here, trying to make ends meet with my mom, or it was with the street kids, or it was in one of the group homes a few of my grade school friends were always cycling through. It wasn’t in Europe, fighting monsters because I had a burning urge to save people. The only person I wanted to save was myself.

Not to mention, just setting foot in Europe was a terrifying prospect, much less going there specifically to fight scrabs. You couldn’t even tell when they were approaching, because they dug elaborate tunnels underneath the ground for travel. They’d spring up in heavily populated areas, like they were hoping to inflict as much damage as possible. And they did.

Scientists were still unsure about their intelligence levels, but they were pretty sure that all scrabs had the same goal: destroy. Human, animal, plant, building—it didn’t matter to a scrab. If it was in their way, they demolished (or ate) it. It was like they were trying to clear the Earth of every obstacle until they were the only thing left.

And I didn’t want to spend every waking second worrying about the ground beneath my feet.

A knock sounded on my door, and Mom pushed it open. I knew what she was going to say before she opened her mouth. Her face was determined, but a little abashed.

“I spoke to your father,” she said.

My stomach dropped to my feet. “OK.”

“He’s really sorry.”

“OK.”

Mom pressed her lips together like she did when she was trying not to cry. “Clara, please don’t be like that.”

“Like what?”

“It’s been hard around here without your father. I can’t . . .” She gulped. “And now you’re flunking out of high school and Laurence is leaving. I can’t do this by myself.”

She couldn’t. Mom wasn’t able support us, not on a cafeteria worker’s salary. And she’d never been good at being alone. It was the mortgage, or a busted pipe, or a broken-down car, or just loneliness, but it always ended the same—asking Dad to come back.

“Please, try to act happy that he’s home,” Mom said.

I plastered a huge fake smile on my face. “How’s this?”

“Please try, Clara. He’s sorry.”

He was always sorry. There were holes all over the house that he’d been sorry about later. Sorry I kicked a hole in the cabinet while we were fighting. Sorry I threw the doorstop through the window after I had a bad day at work. Sorry I put Clara’s head through the wall.

Mom was looking at me like she was expecting an answer. Like I was still a ten-year-old girl who would tearfully agree with her—Dad was sorry, and things would get better.

“Sure, Mom,” I said dryly.

“He’ll apologize to you. He promised.”

“I can’t wait. I’ll treasure every moment.”

Mom didn’t know how to deal with sarcasm, so she just pretended she hadn’t heard it. “There will be plenty of cake,” she said, and left.
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Dad would be home at six.

I trudged out of my bedroom at 5:58. It would be worse if I ignored him.

The painting of Texas had been set straight. I hated it, and I wasn’t sure if it was because it covered the hole made by my head or simply because it was Texas. I despised this state, even though I’d never visited the forty-nine others. The only place I’d ever been was Guanajuato, Mexico, to visit Mom’s family. Tía Julia paid for plane tickets for just Mom and me two years ago, and then tried to convince Mom to stay once we arrived. I’d been in favor of it. I loved the city, with its brightly colored buildings and streets so narrow you couldn’t drive cars most places. I could step out of the house and get lost in the winding roads.

No one walked in Dallas. I could walk to the bus, which would take me through miles of suburbs and into the city, and I still wouldn’t have seen most of the Dallas–Fort Worth area. It was too big. All of Texas was too big. It made it too hard to escape.

Mom was in the kitchen again, stir-frying like her life depended on it. Laurence brushed past me and raised his eyebrows as he looked at the meat and vegetables over Mom’s shoulder.

“Is Dad going to like that?” he asked.

“I’m using the sweet sauce he likes.” Still, worry crossed her face. It was risky, trying a new recipe. Dad enjoyed barbeque and burgers and fried Americanized Chinese food.

Mom took me to a ramen restaurant once, for lunch, just the two of us. Let’s not tell your father, she’d whispered in my ear as we left, because Dad was the sort of man to get angry about noodles.

The television was on, the news blaring, and Laurence walked into the living room and flopped onto the couch. My eyes drifted to the screen.

“We have reports that three thousand people have already signed up to join Grayson St. John’s team,” the male anchor said.

He had two guests on the program with him, and the blond woman shook her head.

“Who are these people?” she asked the anchor.


  “From what we’ve heard, they’re mostly young people, and they’re from all over the world.”


“It’s been suggested that some of them were rejected from the military in their countries,” the blond woman said.

“That’s just speculation at this point,” the anchor said. “And some are too young to even join the military, since the minimum age for these teams is only sixteen. But St. John has made it clear that the training will be rigorous, and they won’t accept people who aren’t fit to fight.”

I swallowed. One in five. Was that fit to fight?

I looked away from the television and caught Laurence staring at me. The thing about quiet people was, they were always watching. And listening. And noticing things I’d rather they didn’t notice.

“Those idiots are going to get themselves killed,” Mom grumbled.

“I think it’s brave,” Laurence said quietly, still watching me.

Outside, a car door shut.

Mom frantically wagged her hand. “Turn that off, turn that off.”

Laurence grabbed the remote, and the television screen went black. I pressed both arms to my chest, my left hand tightly clasping my opposite wrist. It was all I could ever think to do to protect myself.

There wouldn’t be any danger immediately—Dad was always on good behavior at first—but my body didn’t know that. It had been trained to tense up at the mere mention of Dad.

The door opened, and he stepped into the house. Dad was well over six feet tall, with shoulders so wide he sometimes had to turn sideways to go through doors. He’d been good-looking in his youth. Now he always looked like someone had just spat in his tea.

Dad’s eyes skipped over me, standing in the middle of the living room, to Laurence, perched awkwardly on the edge of the couch. I wondered what it was like to live in Dad’s world, where everyone shifted things to your liking. At work, did he walk into rooms and wonder why it wasn’t quiet, neat, and full of nervous energy?

Mom’s face lit up as she stepped out of the kitchen to kiss Dad on the cheek.

Why anyone would get excited to see Dad was beyond me, but I guessed Mom had found something to like about him. They were opposites in appearance (Dad: white, blond, built like a linebacker; Mom: Latina, olive skin, brown hair, short and thin) but alike in other ways (love of football, hatred of crowds, an impressive ability to completely ignore reality).

I, thankfully, took after Mom, except taller and with more curves. I had serious curves, the kind everyone liked to comment on. Those are birthing hips, mija, Tía Julia said. That is an ASS, a random guy at 7-Eleven said. That shirt makes you look like a whore, Dad said.

My boobs looked great in that shirt. I wore it several more times, until it mysteriously vanished one day.

“Laurence,” Dad said, clapping him on the shoulder. Laurence clearly wanted to disappear. “You think about what I said?”

Laurence nodded.

“And? Dallas is a lot bigger than Tulsa. You can’t find a job here?”

Laurence shook his head.

“What’s there to do in Oklahoma anyway?”

Laurence shrugged.

“It’s just a construction job,” Dad said. “It’ll be over in a few months. What are you going to do then?”

It took my brother a moment to answer, and when he did, it was with a sigh, like being forced to actually say something was tiresome. “I guess I’ll find a different job. Or move somewhere else.”

A look crossed Dad’s face, like he was both surprised and dismayed. “I don’t know where you think you’ll go,” he muttered.

I realized suddenly why Dad was trying to convince Laurence to stay. He wasn’t going to miss him; Laurence could barely muster up the energy to be marginally polite to Dad. There was no love lost there.

Dad was scared that his son would be better than him. Dad had never been anywhere. He grew up a few blocks from where we lived now. He visited Austin once with Mom and declared it “terrible.” He was a plumber, a job that only required travel within the Dallas–Fort Worth area.

Mom had him beat; she was born in Mexico and immigrated here with her parents when she was six years old. She’d traveled around the southwest states and Mexico a lot in her early twenties, before she met Dad. Maybe I even had him beat, with my one trip to Guanajuato.

Dad shifted his attention to me. He laid a hand on my shoulder. I tightened my fingers around my wrist. “Clara.” His voice shook with emotion. “I’m so sorry about losing my temper.”

I’d never understood the phrase losing my temper. It was never lost. Dad kept his temper with him always. He managed to hide it from everyone—from his coworkers, his friends, from the cops I’d called once, only to have Mom tell them I was a liar. He could keep a grasp on his temper in all those situations, so that meant he chose to free it at home. He hadn’t lost anything.

“I hope you can forgive me,” he said.

His face was open and sincere. He thought he meant the apology. He didn’t. He always did it again, and you can’t be truly sorry for something if you turn around and do the exact same thing, repeatedly.

He stared at me anxiously. I was expected to be a bottomless pit of forgiveness. No matter what he said, what he did, I had to forgive or I was a horrible person. Everyone forgave Dad. Those were the rules.

I broke the rules last time. No forgiveness. He flew into a rage within two hours of returning home, because he said I was being rude to him.

There was no reason to believe that this time would be any different. Mom was widening her eyes at me, silently asking me to play nice. The smart thing to do here was to force a smile and say I understood. Yes, Dad. It’s fine that you called me a moron and bashed my head into the wall. It’s OK, even though I know you’ll do it again.

I said nothing. I was not a bottomless pit of forgiveness; I was a screaming ball of resentment. There were two options here—silence or hysteria. I chose the former, always.

Dad’s contrite look faded. His jaw twitched. His apology only applied if I accepted it. I didn’t think apologies were supposed to work like that.

He turned on his heel and grabbed his bags. “There’s something wrong with that girl,” he muttered to my mom. I’d heard him say it before. Do you think she has feelings at all? he whispered once to Mom, with an actual edge of concern in his voice.

I had feelings. He just didn’t like any of the ones I had for him.

Dad deposited his bags in the bedroom and returned to join Mom in the kitchen. He wrapped his arms around her waist from behind, and she smiled as she leaned into him.

She loved him. It defied all common sense and logic, but she really did. And it made me feel like a crazy person that I didn’t. Was I overreacting? Did I expect too much? Was this how fathers were, it was just that no one talked about it?

I had loved him once, as a kid. I remembered the feeling of relief when he was happy, the certainty that this time would be different. I was sure that if I was good enough, everything would be fine.

But there was no such thing as good enough. It was embarrassing how hard I’d tried, looking back now. I never wanted to be that dumb again.

“Clara.” My name was disappointment on Dad’s lips. He stepped away from Mom, his hand lingering on hers a moment. I watched the way their fingers clung to each other for a few extra seconds before splitting apart.

“We need to talk about your grades,” he said.

Mom’s demeanor completely changed. Her shoulders tensed, her eyes going a little wide. She was still trying to be good enough.

“She got an A in history and combat class!” she blurted out. “I should have mentioned that before.”

“That’s great about history, Clara.” Dad smiled at me. I didn’t return it.

I’d liked history this semester. We studied recent history, up to the first scrab attack in Scotland. That’s how they got their name—the first sighting was in Scrabster, Scotland.

I’d never even known how they got the name until Ms. Watson took us through their history and the various conspiracy theories about their origin and how they ended up in the US. She’d made a strong argument that someone must have smuggled a few into the country and lost control of them. Scrabs could reproduce, so she reasoned that all our scrabs could have come from just one male and one female brought over from Europe or Asia.

“What do you think went wrong in English and physics?” Dad asked.

“I’m dumb. I failed. As expected.”

“You’re not dumb,” Laurence said. I threw him an annoyed look. There was no need for lies just to make me feel better.

“Spare us the pity party,” Dad said. “You just need to focus on studying, not . . .” He trailed off, because he had absolutely no idea what I liked to do. I’d been marathoning all eight seasons of Game of Thrones when I should have been studying for my physics final.

“Boys?” I guessed.

“Exactly.” He held out his hand. “Your phone, please.”

I peered at Mom. He gave me a concussion, and the first thing he did upon returning was punish me?

Mom twisted a towel in her hands and swallowed.

“Come on,” Dad said, opening and closing his fingers.

I stared harder at Mom.

“Clara, maybe it’s better if you don’t have any distractions this summer,” she said quietly.

Behind Dad’s shoulder was a framed picture of a stream, and I couldn’t remember which hole it covered. I didn’t know if it was the time he punched it in a rage about something Mom had done, or if it was the time he’d hurled a chair at the wall when I came home late. I wondered if, one day, I’d forget what the painting of Texas was covering up. Would I be like Mom, who swore up and down that Dad hadn’t been aiming that chair for my head? I already wasn’t sure if I had really ducked, because she so adamantly claimed it didn’t happen. How long until my reality bent the same way Mom’s did?

I dug my phone out of my pocket and put it in Dad’s outstretched hand, but my eyes stayed on Mom.

She looked away.
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After midnight, when Mom and Dad were asleep, I slipped out of my room and into the backyard. I sat on the edge of the porch, feet in the grass. It was early enough in the season for the weather to be pleasant this late, almost cool now that the sun was gone. In a few weeks it would be miserably humid every hour of the day.

France probably had better weather. It was a terrible reason to run off to fight scrabs, but I’d always hated the summer. I hadn’t even known that other places were cool at night, even in the summer, until I visited Mexico.

The door slid open behind me, and fear gripped my chest so intensely that I couldn’t breathe until I turned to see that it was just Laurence. I let the air out of my lungs slowly.

Laurence had something square tucked under his arm, and he used his elbow to keep it steady as he lit a match and held it to the cigarette in his mouth. He hadn’t noticed me yet, sitting at the far edge of the porch.

“Laurence,” I said.

He jerked like I’d startled him and almost dropped whatever he had under his arm. He adjusted it and tucked his lighter in his pocket.

“Hey,” he said, blowing out a breath of smoke. “What are you doing out here?”

“Nothing.”

He watched me for a moment, like he was debating saying something. Laurence’s words were never an accident.

He settled for silence and strode across the yard to where an old drum sat on top of two concrete blocks. He removed the lid.

“The neighbors hate it when you do that,” I called.

“Life’s full of disappointment.” He peered inside the barrel, then grabbed the matches from his pocket and lit one. He dropped it in and added leaves until smoke began to rise.

I stood, dead grass crunching under my feet as I walked to him. He took the square object out from underneath his arm and dropped it on the ground. It was the painting of Texas.

He slammed his foot down on it, cracking the wooden frame. He picked it up again, another crack echoing across the yard as he folded it in half. He dropped it in the barrel.

I stopped next to him, watching the black smoke curl up from the fire. “Didn’t like that painting?”

“You kept staring at it.”

He said the words to the barrel, not meeting my gaze even when I turned to him. The flames lit up his expressionless face in the darkness. I said nothing, because sometimes if you waited, Laurence would finally choose the right words.

“They should have to look at that hole,” he said after a silence so long the flames were almost gone, leaving nothing but smoke. He tossed his cigarette butt in with it. “He almost killed you. They should have to look at the evidence.”

Mom would just buy another one—that painting was ten dollars at Walmart—but I didn’t say that. I didn’t say anything, because the words he almost killed you were vibrating through my brain. Laurence had never acknowledged the danger I was in out loud.

“I’m going to stay,” he said. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, shook it, and sighed dejectedly. He tossed the empty pack in the barrel.

“Why?” I asked, even though the answer seemed obvious. Obvious, but unexpected.

He met my gaze and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Unless you’re leaving too, I’m going to stay.”

“I didn’t ask you to protect me,” I said.

“I’m going to do it anyway,” he said.

You’ve done a terrible job so far, I didn’t say.

“Unless you’re leaving?” It was a question this time.

“What about the job?”

He shrugged. “There will be others. Dad can feel smug, at least.”

The wind shifted, blowing smoke in our faces, and we both stepped back, in opposite directions. I stared at him through the smoky haze; his eyes fixed on a point at the other side of the yard. When I looked, there was nothing.

I wondered if there would always be an excuse not to go. Maybe Dad had planned to leave when he was twenty. Maybe there were jobs in Oklahoma or road trips planned but never taken. A different life plotted but never lived.

I thought of the street kids at the church, the group home I could be placed at with one phone call, of Grayson St. John and beating a scrab with a plastic vacuum attachment. There were good reasons not to do all of them, to stick with the danger I knew. It would be so easy to get stuck forever.

“Can I borrow your phone?” I asked.

Laurence handed it over without question and then turned and walked back inside.

I went to the website. I pressed my finger to the phone number. I was actually doing this.

“What’s up? You got the Grayson St. John fight squad hotline.”

The man who answered the phone sounded like he was having the best day of his life. I scurried to the far corner of the yard, as far away from the house as I could get.

“Um, hi,” I said quietly. “I’m Clara. I’m interested in joining?”

“That’s awesome. I’m Victor.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said.

“Where are you?” Victor asked. “Did you look at the list of charter buses on our website?”

“Yeah. I’m in Dallas.”

“Perfect. You’ll go to Atlanta. So here’s how it’ll work. I’ll get some details from you—age, race, gender, current address, combat background, all that jazz, and you’ll be all set to try out when you get here. Do you have a passport?”

“Yes.”

“Perfect. We’re asking that you bring that with you to Atlanta. If you pass, you won’t be returning home before going to Paris. Do you have any questions?”

“Um.” What are my chances of dying? Have I lost my mind? Are you people sure you know what you’re doing? “It’s not a problem that I’m only seventeen?”

“Nope. As long as your parents are cool with it, we’re cool with it.”

“How are you going to know if they’re cool with it?”

“I’ll email you a consent form. Just have a parent or guardian sign it and bring it with you or email it back. You’ll need to include their phone number too. We’ll call to follow up.”

There was no way that Mom or Dad would sign a consent form.

But there was also no way for anyone on the St. John teams to know if I forged the signature and put Laurence’s number down instead. He never answered his phone anyway. And his outgoing voicemail message just said “leave a message if you want, but I don’t check them.”

“Cool?” Victor said.

“Cool,” I said. “Where will we be going? If I make it, I mean.”

“I can’t answer that one. Certainly not the US, but other than that, it depends on where your team is assigned. You’ll all start in Paris, but we’ll have teams in the UK, certain parts of Europe, and China.”

“OK.”

“And be aware that the US government is extremely skeptical of what we’re doing, and they are monitoring our activities very closely. The NSA is probably listening to us right now.” He raised his voice a little. “What’s up, NSA? How’s the weather over there?”

I laughed, then quickly covered the phone so they couldn’t hear it. Maybe you shouldn’t laugh at the NSA.

“But most importantly, we need you to understand that this is a one-way ticket. We won’t pay for return tickets until you’ve been with us for at least a year. You’ll have to get back to the States on your own if you want to leave before that, and plane tickets to the US are outrageously expensive and hard to come by these days. Once you’re there, it will likely be very hard to get back.”

That might have been the most appealing reason to do this so far.

“Why don’t I get some information from you while you’re thinking about it. We’re gathering info on everyone who calls us. Voluntary, of course. And keep in mind that our buddy at the NSA is getting it all too.”

“Sure,” I said, suppressing another laugh.

“Full name? First, middle, last.”

“Clara Rivera Pratt.”

“Gender? This one’s optional, if you’d rather not answer.”

“Female.”

“Race?”

“Hispanic and white.”

“I don’t know if I can click more than one . . . Oh, I can! Perfect. Date of birth?”

He asked a few more questions and hummed as he inputted my info. I gripped the phone, wondering if I’d lost my mind.

“The Dallas bus leaves tomorrow at ten a.m.,” Victor said. “If you miss it, you can find your own way to Atlanta, but we can’t help.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Sorry, it’s after midnight, isn’t it? I mean today. Saturday.” Keys clicked on a keyboard. “So what do you think, Clara? Should I sign you up?”

I looked at the house. It was dark except for the small barred window of Laurence’s bedroom. It wasn’t a bad house. There were worse ones in the neighborhood.

Mom always liked to point out how things could be worse. We could be homeless, or run out of food at the end of every month, or we could have been born in the UK or Europe, where scrabs attacked constantly. We might get slapped around occasionally, but there was always someone who had it worse.

But this felt like the worst. The things that my mom had decided to accept were as bad as it could get for me. This house with the man who was allowed to terrorize us, over and over, was the worst thing I could imagine.

Victor had remained quiet, even though it had been at least thirty seconds since he’d asked his question.

“It can’t be worse than this, right?” I whispered.

I thought he’d laugh, or make a joke about how fighting scrabs was no picnic. Instead, he let out a breath of air that sounded like agreement. “Yeah,” he said. “I know what you mean.”
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After a few hours’ sleep, I stuffed my backpack with clothes, underwear, and my sneakers. The confirmation email Victor sent me said to pack lunch and snacks, but when I checked the kitchen late last night, the only snacks I found were some very brown bananas. Mom didn’t keep the pantry well stocked when Dad was away.

I could live without food for a day, but I really wanted my phone. Dad would cut off the service as soon as I disappeared, but I could still use it with Wi-Fi. I slipped out of my room and walked to Mom, putting on my best pitiful face.

She smiled at me. “Morning, mija.”

“Good morning.” I sat down next to her. “Do you think I could have my phone back, just for a few minutes? I want to text my friends and let them know why I’m not responding to them. They’re probably worried.”

She patted my leg and smiled. Mom didn’t know I had no friends. “Your father is still asleep, so I don’t see why not. I’ll go grab it. Just be quick, OK?”

“Sure. Thanks.” Mom never seemed to care about whatever rule or punishment Dad had doled out. She was perfectly happy to be on my side, as long as Dad never found out.

She disappeared into their bedroom. The television was on, the news playing at a very low volume.

“And St. John issued a statement saying he would abide by all UN rules regarding scrabs,” the anchor said. “It is currently illegal to transport any part of a scrab, including blood samples, and any scrab kills must be immediately reported to local authorities so that the body can be disposed of properly. St. John says he will ensure that all recruits abide by these rules.


  “But the Monster Defense Group continues to criticize St. John for his plan to take inexperienced Americans overseas. The private security firm pointed to their own training program, which is rigorous and highly competitive, and they claim that St. John will simply cause chaos and get people killed.”


“They’re not wrong,” the blond woman next to him said. “MDG is a fairly new company, but they gained several new high-profile clients recently after providing protection to Taylor Swift while she was on tour in Europe, and a lot of people have been impressed by their methods and training. If St. John is so determined to help, he should have just applied to join MDG.”

“St. John has actually been highly critical of MDG,” the anchor said. “He pointed out that MDG’s protection services are extremely costly, and that MDG doesn’t fight scrabs unless it’s to protect a client. This seems to be St. John’s main goal—he’s mentioned several times that he disagrees with the decision to pull all US troops out of scrab-infested countries.”

“Well, he’s in the minority there,” the blond woman said.


  “You think so?”



  “Yes! The president campaigned on a promise to put American interests first, close our borders, and let our troops focus on keeping the US free of scrabs. Our military is already stretched incredibly thin, and we can’t spend resources in countries that, frankly, haven’t done enough to combat the scrab problem themselves.”


Mom returned with my phone and plunked it into my hand. I jumped to my feet, gave her a quick smile, and darted back to my room. I’d hoped to get Laurence to drive me to the bus station, but he was still asleep, and I needed to get out of the house before Dad woke up. I had just enough quarters for the bus tucked into my backpack anyway.

I slipped my phone into my pocket, slung my backpack over my shoulder, and took one last glance at my room. My purple comforter had been picked out by Mom, my desk was Dad’s old one, every poster on my wall was put up knowing that Dad would see them. The room had never really been mine.

I put my hand on the doorknob.

“Good morning, baby.”

I froze. Dad’s voice was close, from the hallway. He’d just walked out of the bedroom.

Mom murmured a reply. They both laughed.

I turned, pressing my back to the door. I’d have to make a run for it. Dad wouldn’t be able to catch me if I made it out of the house. Running was one of the few things I was good at.

I gripped the straps of my backpack. Deep breaths. I could do this.

I opened my door and stepped into the hallway. Mom stood in the kitchen. Dad was sitting on the sofa. I’d have to pass right in front of Dad to get out. He hadn’t noticed me yet, and I walked as quietly as possible, hoping he wouldn’t see me until the last possible second.

My phone dinged in my pocket. Shit. I should have silenced it.

Dad’s gaze shifted to me.

Danger.

“Why do you have your phone?” he asked. He stood, doing a quick survey of me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

In the kitchen, Mom was silent. She would never own up to it. I didn’t want her to.

I just stared at Dad. There was no explanation, lie or truth, that would make this better. Nothing ever made it better. I was done trying.

I darted around Dad, dodged the edge of the couch, leapt over the coffee table, swerved—

And a hand grabbed me. Dad grabbed my arm so hard I was lucky he didn’t pull it out of its socket. I yelped and tried to twist away. He held tighter, using his other hand to dig into my pocket.

“What is so important that you need . . .” He trailed off as he turned my phone to peer at the screen. His face went red.

“You signed up to fight scrabs?” Dad yelled.

“What?” Mom gasped. “No, Clara wouldn’t do that.”

“It’s right here, you moron,” Dad said, throwing the phone at Mom. “They’re texting her confirming she’s headed to Atlanta today.”

“What do you care?” I said evenly.

Dad actually had the nerve to look insulted. Like I was supposed to believe that whatever it was that he felt for me was love.

Then he was pissed.

He slammed me against the wall—not hard enough to leave a dent this time, which was good, since we were down one painting.

“Are you stupid?” Dad spat out the last word.

“Clara, that is far too dangerous.” Mom pressed a hand to her heart. I didn’t even try to suppress an eye roll. She had the decency to look ashamed. We both knew it wasn’t any safer here.

“Do you want to die? You will DIE.” Dad’s rage was barely contained in his body. He was shaking with it. Mom started to cry.

I hadn’t realized that Mom and Dad were so concerned with my well-being. I was skeptical, to be honest. I wasn’t sure what it was that had them so upset, but it seemed unlikely that this display was all about my safety.

“You are not going,” Dad said through clenched teeth.

I tugged harder against his grasp, but he was too strong. He was holding my arm so tightly that it was hard not to cry out. It would leave a bruise.

He dragged me in the direction of my bedroom. I eyed Laurence’s door. He slept like the dead.

I screamed. I tried to avoid hysterics with Dad—it was just used against me—but I needed whatever distraction Laurence could provide. Him simply emerging from his room might be enough for me to bolt.

Dad used his grip on my arm to hurl me into my room. I stumbled and hit the ground on my knees. The door slammed shut behind me.

“I’m protecting you!” he yelled. “That idiot will get you killed!”

I dove for the handle, but Dad must have been holding it shut.


  “Veronica, get me that rope from the back.”


I froze. He was locking me in. I could handle Dad pounding the shit out of me before I made my escape, but if he made me miss my bus, it was all over.

I sank back on my heels, an unexpected blast of terror shooting down my spine. I’d been so scared to go, but now, faced with the possibility that I couldn’t go, I wanted to scream again. Tears pricked my eyes.

“What the hell is going on?” Laurence’s voice was right outside my door. My head shot up, and I wiped at the tears that had spilled down my cheeks. “Did you lock her in?”

“Don’t touch that,” Dad said. “I said don’t touch that!”

“Get off me!” Laurence yelled, followed by a grunt.

I tried the doorknob again. It twisted this time, but the door caught on something when I tried to push it open. Dad had tied it shut.

“Get off of—Veronica, are you going to help me here?” Dad yelled.

I heard more grunts, followed by another yell from Dad. He was bigger than Laurence, but my brother was apparently putting up quite a fight.

“You want your sister to go get herself killed?” Mom screamed.

More grunts.

I stared at the door. It wasn’t anything special—just a standard, white plywood door you’d find in any home. It wasn’t all that sturdy.

Why was I just sitting here? What if Dad knocked Laurence out? It wouldn’t be the first time.

I looked around the room. Shockingly, I didn’t keep anything in my room that would help break down a door. That was bad planning on my part.

I looked down at my boots. Those would have to do.

I scooted closer to the door. I lifted my feet up. I slammed them against the wood.

Pain rippled up my legs. I ignored it and slammed my shoes against the wood again.

“What is that?” Dad yelled.

Footsteps ran down the hallway. “Clara?” It was Mom.

I kicked the door again. The wood splintered. A victorious thrill raced down my spine.

“Clara, stop!” Mom screamed.

I kicked the door harder. I kicked it until a piece of wood began to split off, then I grabbed it and pulled it away. I bashed my boots against it a few more times. Another piece. The hole was finally big enough to crawl through.

I grabbed my backpack and threw it out first. Then I crawled through, hands first, then shoulders, then hips (barely), legs, and I was out.

I jumped to my feet and scooped up my backpack. Mom stood pressed against the wall, horror and astonishment on her face.

I turned to the living room. Laurence had Dad pinned face-down to the ground. Blood poured from Laurence’s nose, and he was breathing heavily, but his face broke into a smile when our eyes met.

“Run, Clara.”

I darted out of the hallway and across the living room. I flung the door open and dared a glance back at Laurence. Dad was struggling with all his might, wriggling and squirming on the ground.

I slammed the door shut behind me. My feet hit the pavement, my backpack bouncing as I ran. Dad’s screams faded behind me.


Part Two

Team Loser
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I ran all the way to the bus stop, and then spent the entire ride peering out the window, heart pounding as I searched for Dad’s car. It never appeared. Tears pricked my eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was relief or fear.

I’d done it. I was seriously volunteering to fight scrabs. I took in a ragged breath.

I spotted the Grayson St. John bus as soon as we pulled into the station. A white sign taped to the back said RECRUITS, and a few people were in line to board.

My bus let me off at the end of the parking lot, and I gripped the straps of my backpack as I walked across it. A couple nearby was saying goodbye, the guy with a bag slung over his shoulder, the girl sobbing. He said something that didn’t seem to comfort her in the least.

Everyone had boarded the bus except for a balding man holding a clipboard. Another bus screeched to a stop behind me.

“Atlanta for tryouts?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Name?”

“Clara Pratt.”

He scanned his sheet and crossed something off. “You’re a minor? I need your consent form.”

I dug the forged consent form out of my bag and handed it over. He barely glanced at it before slipping it in a folder. I bit back a smile.

“You by yourself?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Perfect. I have one more spot on this bus. Hop on.”

I gripped the straps of my backpack and stepped onto the bus. A sea of faces stared at me.

Probably about 70 percent of the bus was male. And they were mostly big guys, with broad shoulders and muscles. A few had military-style haircuts. The women were all older than me, probably in their twenties and thirties, and some of them looked like they were also no strangers to the weight room.

People were talking and laughing, like they already knew each other. Were we supposed to enlist with friends? Or were they bonding in that way normal people did when they met someone with similar interests?

The only open seat was in the back, next to a girl about my age with pale skin and dyed black hair. She peered at me, didn’t appear to approve of what she saw, and turned back to the window.

I walked down the aisle and sat down, backpack in my lap. The girl wore leggings, an old white T-shirt, and, notably, handcuffs. They weren’t attached, a chain dangling from each wrist, like they’d been cut off.

It was jewelry. Probably.

She caught me staring and raised an eyebrow.

I quickly looked away.

 


“Hey.”

I turned at the whisper from across the aisle. We were five hours into the twelve-hour drive to Atlanta, and so far I’d spoken to no one.

It was the tall, ridiculously attractive Asian American boy seated in the row across from me. He had tousled black hair, long, lean limbs
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