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Part One

Dead


1

A heavy body slammed into my side, nearly knocking me off balance. I spun around, quickly regained my footing, and slashed my machete through the air.

The blade bounced off the scrab’s thick, gray, nearly impenetrable hide. I tried again, aiming for the softer skin under its chin. It roared as I succeeded, snapping at me with its sharp teeth. I withdrew my blade and stepped back. The scrab crumpled to the ground and went still. I jumped over its body, dodging the spreading pool of blood, and jogged out of the alley.

It was dark, the roads still damp from the light rain that had fallen earlier. The street was deserted except for the bodies of several dead scrabs. This section of north London had seen a lot of scrab attacks in recent weeks, and all the stores were deserted. One shop had a caved-in roof, the result of a scrab damaging something important structurally when it shot up from the earth. That whole side of the block was roped off with police tape, signs posted to warn people of the danger of going inside.

Grunts and a thump came from my left. I broke into a run and rounded the corner.

Maddie had two bloody blades in either hand, long blond ponytail swinging as she fought off a scrab. It was a huge one, well over six feet tall, with claws so long that two of them had broken off. An older scrab. You could often tell by the length of their claws.

She sliced her blade across its stomach and moved back as it fell. She never needed help with just one scrab, no matter how big or old. It made a thump sound as it hit the ground, followed by a gurgle from deep in its throat. She kicked it to make sure it was dead. No response.

She turned, spotted me, and motioned for me to follow her. We took off down the street.

“Noah?” she yelled.

“Yeah!” His voice came from somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t see him. “We’re nearly clear here.”

“Laila?” Maddie yelled.

“On Weston Street!” Laila called, also out of sight. “We could use some help!”

“I’ve got it!” Patrick yelled. I spotted him when we turned, his tall, thin frame racing around the corner onto Weston Street. Maddie and I followed. Laila was fighting off a scrab at the end of the block, and Dorsey was a few feet away, taking on two at once. Patrick jumped in to help him.

Laila’s scrab staggered back suddenly, a blade sticking out of its neck. She leapt forward, grabbing the handle of the machete and plunging it deeper.

Maddie glanced over at Patrick and Dorsey, who were also finishing off their scrabs. She sheathed her machete and walked back to me.

“Should I make spaghetti or roast chicken for dinner?” she asked. “It’s my turn.”

“Oh god, neither,” I said. “I thought we decided to take you out of the cooking rotation.”

“What? Why?”

“Because your cooking is awful, Maddie.”

“It is not.”

“Yes, it is,” Priya said, and I turned to see her walking toward us, pulling off the leather body armor we all wore to protect our arms. She brushed some dirt off her light brown skin and adjusted her pink knit hat.

“Your chicken isn’t so much roasted as blackened!” Patrick called. He was wiping blood off his ax.

Maddie flipped him off. He chuckled.

“You have other talents, but cooking is not one of them!” Noah yelled, still out of sight. “Heads up, just lost a scrab. Headed your way.”

The scrab galloped around the corner, abruptly changing course when it spotted us. It ran on all fours, teeth bared as it headed for us.

“Seriously?” Priya said, making an annoyed sound. “I thought we got them all.”

“I’ve got it,” I said, stepping forward. I waited as the scrab drew closer to us, drool flying from its sharp, bared teeth. I’d had one of those teeth lodged in my skin more than once, and I could feel the memory of it every time a scrab opened its mouth.

“Dinner or the scrab?” Noah called.

“Both!”

I darted out of the way as the scrab approached, letting it pass me. It skidded to a stop, confused, and when it turned, I drove my blade in its side. It roared as it fell. I pulled my machete from its side and stuck it quickly in its neck. Some of the scrabs had learned to play dead recently, so we always made sure.

This one was definitely dead. I shook my machete, trying to get rid of some of the blood.

“We’re clear here!” Noah called.

“Tell me again why we stopped wearing the earpieces,” Priya said, turning in a circle like she was trying to find where Noah’s voice was coming from. “It was much easier to talk when we had those.”

“Because we broke them all within a month,” Maddie said. “Same reason we don’t wear body cameras anymore.” She walked to the end of the street and peered around. “Clear here too!” She headed back to me. “I can help you, at least. With dinner, I mean.”

“That’s all right,” I said, giving her an amused look. “I know you hate cooking.”

“I really do.”

“I’ll help.” It was Edan’s voice, and I turned to see him walking around the corner with Noah and Dorsey. He’d pushed up the sleeves of his coat—probably to remove his armor—revealing the tattoos on both arms. I smiled at him.

Maddie and I headed into the street to join them. Patrick and Laila dodged dead scrabs as they made their way to us.

“A cleanup crew should already be on the way,” Maddie said, glancing at her phone.

“You should maybe tell them to bring an extra truck,” Dorsey said, surveying the mess. He ruffled his curly hair with one hand.

“Oh, dude, I have bad news for you,” Patrick said with a laugh, his gaze on Dorsey’s hair.

Dorsey looked at his bloody hand. “I have scrab guts in my hair, don’t I?”

“You sure do,” Patrick said.

“Every time,” Dorsey grumbled, trying to shake the remaining guts off his hand.

“We don’t have any people to drive an extra van,” Maddie said. “It’s hard enough to staff cleanup crew these days. We’re going to have to start doing it ourselves soon.”

Dorsey sighed. Maddie and I exchanged a look. I’d gone over the recruit list with her earlier today, and she was right—we didn’t have the people.

A white van turned the corner and came to a stop, headlights catching some scrab parts in the middle of the street.

“Let’s get out of here,” Maddie said.

A bulky man stepped out of the van, his expression stricken as he looked from us to the dead scrabs. He was a new recruit, part of the group that had joined last month. Another recruit hopped out of the passenger’s side.

Maddie turned and started walking in the direction of our van, parked at the other end of the block. The team followed her.

“Holy crap,” the new recruit said from behind me. “Did you guys take on all these scrabs yourselves? Was anyone injured? Or killed?”

“Nope,” I said, smiling at him over my shoulder. “Still alive.”
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We left scrab cleanup to the new recruits, and Patrick drove the team home to central London. A few weeks after Grayson died, Maddie bought an old, deserted hostel and turned it into the official London home for the St. John teams.

It had been a tight squeeze in the hostel at first. Maddie got bunk beds and shoved as many as possible into the rooms, and she’d still had to pay for some recruits to stay in other hostels around the city.

It wasn’t such a tight squeeze these days. In fact, there were a lot of empty beds. Recruits started dropping out after Grayson’s death, and it had only gotten worse in the last few months. Even after Maddie brought in a new group of recruits last month, we still had plenty of space.

I shared a double room with Maddie now.

Neither of us was the decorating type, so our room looked mostly the same as when we’d first moved in—two twin beds, two dressers, a closet, and a desk with a chair. Priya and Laila’s room was bright and colorful, with posters on the walls and artsy lamps on the dressers.

I’d looked at some posters in a shop a few weeks ago, but I was sort of afraid to just pick something, because I would inevitably pick the stupid art. The art that was meant for a dentist’s office.

As for Maddie, she just didn’t care. I asked her once if we should decorate, and she’d shrugged and said I could do whatever I wanted. I don’t need to hang my personality on a wall, she’d said. I liked that about her. She didn’t just act like she didn’t care what most people thought of her, she genuinely couldn’t care less.

But even with the blank beige walls, the ugly wooden furniture, and the creaky floors, it was starting to feel a little like the first home I’d ever had.

I showered and changed, pulling a sweatshirt out of my basket of clean clothes. It was late November, technically still fall, but it already felt like winter to me. It was cold and rainy most of the time. At least I didn’t have to deal with the scorching hot temperatures of the Texas summer. I didn’t really mind it. I preferred the cold.

I glanced at the closet. I’d bought some new clothes over the summer, but my wardrobe was still limited. I was going to need to buy some more winter clothes soon. The jacket I’d been wearing through the fall was starting to feel a little too thin.

I could spare some cash for it. Maddie had increased the stipends when we started losing recruits after Grayson’s death. Then she increased them again and gave bonuses to all the original, experienced recruits who stayed. It hadn’t slowed the defections, but it certainly made those of us who stayed happy. I’d actually saved up a good amount of money.

Maddie walked into the room as I was slipping my feet into my shoes. She shrugged out of her jacket and tossed it on the bed.

“You’re sure you don’t want my help with dinner?” She grinned. “I may be a terrible cook, but I get dinner done faster than anyone else on the team.”

“I think we’re going for quality over speed,” I said, returning the smile. I stood and grabbed my sweatshirt off the bed.

“Did you buy a new sports bra?” Maddie asked.

“Yes.” I gave her a weird look. “Why?”

“Your boobs look great.”

I bit back a laugh. “Thanks. It was really expensive, so that’s actually nice to hear.”

“I know your struggles to find good sports bras. I didn’t want you to think I hadn’t noticed.”

“That’s very sweet of you.”

Maddie’s phone rang, and she pressed Accept on the video call. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, honey. Why is there blood on your neck?”

Maddie quickly covered the small spot of scrab blood with her hand. “Uh, it’s nothing. Say hi to Clara.” She turned the phone around to face me as she tried to wipe the blood off.

Nicole smiled at me. “Hi, Clara.” She was a pretty blond woman who looked very much like Maddie. “Why is there blood on Maddie’s neck?”

“Hey, Nicole. Don’t worry, it’s just scrab blood.”

“You know that never makes me feel better.” She gave me a look that I could only describe as a “mom look.” It caused a heavy feeling in my chest.

Maddie turned the phone back around to face her. “She’s just saying it’s not my blood. Because I’m always careful. Not a scratch.”

I rolled my eyes at the outrageous lie. Maddie, like all of us, got injured pretty frequently. She was still healing from a nasty scrab claw puncture in her side from last week.

“I’m headed out to make dinner,” I said, and Maddie turned the screen around again. Nicole waved to me.

“Bye, hon.”

I said goodbye and stepped into the hallway, nodding at Priya and Laila as I passed by their room. Priya and Laila had the room across from us, with Dorsey and Edan next door, and Patrick and Noah across from them.

I walked up one floor to the small kitchen. The hostel had two kitchens, a big one downstairs and this small one upstairs. Meals were provided for the recruits, but it was mostly just sandwiches and protein bars, so we occasionally cooked a real meal.

Edan was already in the kitchen, studying a bag of potatoes. He was also freshly showered, his dark hair still damp. He wore long sleeves pushed up to reveal the tree tattoo on his left forearm.

I brushed my hand to the tattoo on my left wrist. It was my first, and so far only, tattoo. All of team seven had gotten matching tattoos that Laila designed for us—an artistic version of the St. John logo that was on all our uniforms.

Edan looked up and smiled. His green eyes sparkled beneath the lights, even though I could see the exhaustion beneath the surface. Edan was nearly always tired. I hadn’t noticed it about him at first, because he’d dealt with insomnia for most of his life, and he was good at hiding it. He also drank obscene amounts of coffee.

“These haven’t gone bad yet,” he said, holding up the potatoes. “We could make mashed potatoes to go with the chicken.”

“Sure.”

He pulled out his phone. “I should probably look up how to make mashed potatoes.”

“Minor detail.”

I grabbed a head of garlic and a cutting board. Edan found a peeler and began peeling potatoes over a bowl next to me.

“Hey, if you have time tomorrow, you want to come shopping with me? I need advice on a winter coat.”

Edan looked up, amused. “You need fashion advice?”

I bumped my shoulder against his. “I need warmth advice. I don’t know what to get. Back in Dallas, I just threw an old jacket over a hoodie and ran inside as fast as possible.”

“Just admit that you think I have fabulous fashion sense and you’re jealous.” He stepped back, gesturing down to his black sweatpants—with a hole in one knee—and faded pink shirt. Or maybe it was a white shirt that had accidentally been washed with something red.

“You are truly the epitome of fashion,” I said dryly. He laughed.

Though he was actually pulling that look off. I returned my attention to the cutting board. “I just need something besides my team jacket.”

“Sure. I could use a new coat too.” He turned and grabbed a piece of chocolate from the bag on the counter behind us, offering one to me. I took one and popped it in my mouth.

“My tía, in Mexico, always said that most American chocolate was garbage,” I said. “I never really had much to compare it to, but after being here for six months, I have to admit that she’s kind of right.”

Edan glanced up at me. “Have you heard from her again? Your aunt?”

“Yeah, she emails pretty often. And I’ve talked to her a few times. She even invited me to come visit her.”

He smiled. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I told her I was probably going to be over here for the foreseeable future, but maybe one day.” That was true, but I’d also felt awkward at the prospect of going to see Tía Julia. I really didn’t know her that well.

But she did seem interested in having a relationship with me, which was more than I could say for my own mother. And if I stayed in touch with her, I could also stay in touch with Mom’s extended family. I had cousins and some other relatives in Mexico.

“I’ve always wanted to go to Mexico,” he said. “And South America. And not just because they’ve never had much of a scrab problem down there.”

“That is a bonus, though.”

“It is.” He grabbed another potato. “You’ve been to Mexico once, right?”

“Yeah, Guanajuato, a few years ago, when Mom took me to visit family there. Tía Julia tried to get us to stay permanently, actually.”

“Because she knew about your dad?”

“That’s what I always assumed. They fought about it, but they were both speaking Spanish—and talking really fast—so I couldn’t really understand. I would have agreed, if Mom had asked my opinion. I could have finally learned Spanish.” I smiled at him. “I think you’d like Guanajuato. A lot of the streets are so narrow that you can’t drive down them. You have to walk a lot.”

“That does sound like my kind of place.”

Edan’s phone buzzed, and his smile abruptly faded.

“What?” I asked. “Did something happen?”

“It’s nothing, just a news alert about Julian.” He rubbed at his eyes with his knuckles and put his phone on the counter. “It’s the interview he did yesterday. I’ll watch it later.”

“Turn it on, it’s fine.”

He hesitated. “You sure?”

“Yeah. I’ve been meaning to watch that one anyway.”

I used to have news alerts turned on for Julian too—hoping for a sudden arrest or news of new evidence being uncovered—but I’d had to turn them off a few months ago. Julian had acquired a small but very dedicated group of fans after Grayson’s death, and they all hated me. I didn’t need to read every blog and Reddit thread calling me a crazy bitch.

I’d stuck to the facts in the video we made the night Julian murdered Grayson. I told everyone exactly what he had told me—that MDG was training scrabs to build some kind of army and shipping them back to the United States. I explained that we’d stopped the shipment, but we didn’t know if there were others. I told them that the bruise on my cheek was from Julian, that he’d killed two police officers and Grayson in a fit of rage, and he was directly responsible for the deaths of our teammates Archer, Zoe, and Gage.

Julian denied everything, and he and his high-powered lawyers took every opportunity to remind people that we’d dated. The fact that I’d been in a relationship with Julian for all of three weeks made everything I said suspect, apparently.

And, as the police explained, they needed more witnesses, and no one else had seen Julian direct scrabs to kill the police officers. My word wasn’t good enough, it turned out. But all of team seven believed me, and that was what was important. None of them had been there to hear Julian confess, and for all they knew, I’d made it up to get back at him or to impress everyone (Are we sure she wasn’t just trying to get attention? one news anchor had suggested several times). But all seven members of my team had been unwavering in their support, publicly and privately.

As for Grayson, the gun Julian had used to shoot him had actually been one of Webb’s, and Julian claimed he only grabbed it after Webb died, to kill a scrab. The fact that Grayson had used explosives to blow up part of a private residence had not helped matters. Julian told police that the scene was chaotic and he could understand why we’d gotten confused. In the end, prosecutors decided that a conviction was unlikely and they declined to bring charges. Julian walked free.

The law enforcement officers (British and American) we were in contact with claimed that they were still investigating Julian, as well as MDG. They just had to build a solid case based on evidence, not the word of one teenage girl. A teenage girl who had been photographed kissing Julian just days before she claimed he was a dangerous murderer.

It did not look great, admittedly.

As for training scrabs, MDG had flat out denied it for a while, before finally conceding that perhaps some of their employees had been working on programs without their knowledge. They’d vowed to cooperate with the police to get to the bottom of it. I didn’t believe for a minute that the higher-ups at MDG didn’t know about everything, but at least it seemed like their training program was going to fail before it ever fully got off the ground.

That’s what I’d thought, anyway. Then Julian started making the rounds on cable news a couple months ago.

Edan pressed Play on the clip and propped his phone up on the counter. Julian was sitting with a blond woman, his favorite reporter, a woman who clearly found him charming and didn’t ask particularly hard questions.

He always looked sharp and put together when he did these interviews—he was in a flawless pressed suit with a shiny red tie, and his brown hair was perfectly combed. He was undeniably good-looking. But I knew him well enough to see that he was fraying around the edges. He had dark circles that even makeup couldn’t cover, apparently. He looked like he might have lost some weight. His cheekbones were more prominent today.

“Today we’re discussing the scrab defense movement, which has been gaining serious traction in recent months. I’m here with Julian Montgomery,” the anchor said. “Former second-in-command of the St. John teams, he’s been employed by the Monster Defense Group since shortly after the death of Grayson St. John. Julian, you’ve become an advocate for scrab training since seeing trained scrabs in action in London, correct?”

“I wouldn’t say I’m an advocate,” he said with a smile. “But I have seen the reality of what these trained scrabs can do. I work with Roman Mitchell in the security division—I believe you had him on yesterday—and our job is to protect clients from scrabs. Protecting humans from scrabs will always be the primary goal of the security division. And we have to train our people to fight back against trained scrabs, since they may encounter them while protecting a client.”

“Roman said that MDG is only focused on protecting clients from scrabs at this time, but you’ve spoken out in favor of MDG, and possibly other groups, embracing trained scrabs.”

“I have. Listen, we can’t ignore what’s happening in the world right now. The trained scrabs exist, whether we like it or not. We need to get serious about protecting ourselves and our country or suffer the consequences.”

“And that’s what this group—the Scrab Defense League—is arguing, right? They say that trained scrabs are weapons and should be covered under Second Amendment rights.”

“They do,” Julian said. “I’m not a member of the Scrab Defense League, but I have been in contact with them, and they’re just trying to adjust to a changing world. The right to own a gun has always been important in this country, but what do you do when you have an enemy who is nearly bulletproof? I can tell you from experience that most people aren’t equipped to fight these things, regardless of the weapons at their disposal. So basically, the league is saying, what counts as the right to bear arms? If we’re being attacked by scrabs, shouldn’t citizens be allowed to defend themselves? And if the most effective means of protecting yourself is with a trained scrab, why shouldn’t we be allowed to do that?”

“But wouldn’t it make more sense to eradicate scrabs completely? Shouldn’t we be focusing our resources on killing them, not training them?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Julian said. “In an ideal world, we would just kill all these things. But we’re not in an ideal world. It’s been ten years, and the US may have mostly gotten our scrab problem under control, but these things are still around in many parts of the world. Look at the St. John teams. They’re out there in London every day, killing scrabs left and right, and there are more, not less.”

Edan looked at me, brow furrowed. “Isn’t that a blatant lie?”

“Yes,” I said. “Our data shows a thirty percent reduction in scrab activity in the greater London area over the past two months. The London police data shows a nearly forty percent reduction. And the government recently released a report that shows a twenty-three percent drop across all of England compared to this time last year.”

His lips twitched up like he was amused.

“What?”

“You just know all that off the top of your head. It’s impressive.”

“Oh.” My cheeks warmed. “It’s my job.”

“You’re good at it.”

“Thank you.”

“. . . and you do have to consider the bigger picture,” Julian was saying. “The people who were working on scrab training were doing it with military defense in mind. We can evolve and embrace scrab training, or we can let another country do it first and suffer the consequences.”

“Same shit, different day,” Edan said with a sigh, clicking his phone so the screen went black. “I’ve heard enough.”

“Same.”

I’d heard way more than enough from Julian.


3

The next morning, there was an email from Julian in my inbox.

I moaned, dropping my phone on the bed. Maddie, who was already up (she was always up), turned away from the mirror as she finished securing her ponytail.

“What?” she asked.

I held out my phone to her. “Julian.”

“Again? He just emailed you two days ago.”

I moaned again, pulling the covers up over my face. She took my phone and was quiet for a moment as she read.

“Same shit,” she said. I pushed the sheets away from my face, and she dropped the phone on the bed beside me. “He misses you, he’s sorry, you’re the best girl in the world, blah blah blah.”

I sighed, picking up my phone and glancing briefly at the email before putting it in the Julian folder. A folder that was getting quite large.

He’d starting emailing me a few weeks after he left. The first time I saw his name in my inbox, I thought I’d find an angry, hateful message, but it had been an apology. A vague apology, one that didn’t include confessing to murdering several people, but still, an apology.

And then there had been another. And another. Some were long, rambling emails just telling me about his life; others were short and sad. He was clearly lonely. He’d built me up to be some kind of savior. The only girl who had ever understood him.

He kept emailing even though I never responded. He even tried contacting me through Instagram for a while, until I deleted my account. At least he didn’t have my new phone number. I could only imagine the number of texts I’d get from him.

I’d thought about sending a one-line response to his emails—Stop contacting me, asshole—but it seemed best to just ignore him. I’d seen what happened when Julian flew into a rage. People had died. I was hoping he’d just give up one day.

I hadn’t told anyone on the team except for Maddie. I was tired of talking about Julian, and everyone had still been so upset when the emails first started. I’d just wanted to stop talking about him. Maddie had agreed to keep it between us.

“I’m making the right choice by never responding, right?” I asked.

“I think so.” She grabbed her coat. “But you know who could really help with that?”

“Maddie, don’t.”

“A therapist. Super helpful with so many things.”

“You’re relentless,” I said. Maddie had gotten a few psychiatrists for the team after Grayson’s death and had pushed me to go. I went once, talked awkwardly about my dad, and didn’t feel compelled to do it again. Maddie had been pestering me to go again for months.

She smiled at me and pulled the door open. “I’ll see you down there.”

I climbed out of bed with a sigh. Julian sure knew how to ruin a morning. I’d considered changing my email address, but part of me was hoping he’d slip up one day and say something I could send to the police. At least the emails weren’t mean. Half the time, they were just sad.

I pulled on my workout clothes and met the team in the hostel lobby to walk to the gym. We had our routine down—we started every day at the gym, then went back to the hostel for a quick breakfast before heading out to whichever area of London Maddie had assigned to us that day.

Noah fell into step beside me, typing something on his phone. The scar that ran down one side of his face, from forehead to chin, had healed but left a permanent mark. He said he didn’t mind, that it made him look like a badass. It did, actually.

“Clara, I’m going to need current scrab data for London to refute a statement Julian made yesterday,” he said.

“Yeah, I saw it. I’ll send it to you this afternoon.”

Maddie, who’d been walking with Patrick ahead of us, looked at us over her shoulder. “Do I want to know what that asshole said this time?”

“No,” Noah and I said together.

“We’re just going to have to work harder,” Maddie said. “I want the scrab numbers so low that they can’t lie about them.”

I glanced back at Priya and Laila. We’d just been talking yesterday about how a lot of recruits needed a break. We needed a break. We hunted scrabs seven days a week. Most of the teams did, and I wasn’t sure if it was an effective strategy.

If I was being honest, I wasn’t sure that any of this was an effective strategy. Grayson had built these teams to help, to let people from all over the world join the scrab fight, but it was becoming clear that he’d never had a long-term plan. France had kicked us out of the country pretty quickly, and several other countries had declined our help. China had absorbed most of the recruits in Asia into their official scrab-fighting forces.

The teams had shrunk not just because of the mess with Julian, but because it became obvious that we were flailing. It wasn’t Maddie’s fault—she was just continuing what Grayson had planned—but she definitely got all the blame since he was gone. Which made me hesitant to even bring up any of this. She dealt with enough criticism. Everyone underestimated Maddie—many people seemed to think that an eighteen-year-old who was mostly famous for being a rich party girl wasn’t equipped to lead the teams. She pretended like it didn’t bother her, but I knew that it did.

“We can take a look at our strategies,” I said carefully. “But the scrab numbers are down here, no matter what Julian says.”

I didn’t want to tell her that I didn’t think that it would matter how successful we were here. We could eliminate scrabs entirely, and Julian would say that the numbers were up.

What we really needed to do was expose MDG and Julian and anyone else involved with scrab training. Once everyone knew the truth, it would be easier for us to recruit.

Maddie muttered something I couldn’t understand. Patrick hooked his arm through hers and asked about the movie she’d seen last week, obviously trying to pull her mind away from Julian.

It wouldn’t work. Maddie was determined to make Julian and MDG pay. She wasn’t going to rest until they were in prison.

We walked into the gym, and a few recruits scattered as soon as they spotted us. Probably because of Maddie. She yelled at a lot of people in the weeks after Grayson’s death, and had garnered a reputation for being scary and mean as a result. This didn’t seem to bother her at all.

Laila broke off from the group when she spotted Saira, the leader of UK team thirteen, nearby. She greeted her with a kiss.

Noah looked from them to us in surprise. “When did that happen? Did we even know she was gay?”

“She’s bi,” Dorsey said, which was news to me. Laila was almost as secretive as I was, though I got the impression that for her, it was more that she just liked to keep things to herself. She talked to her parents and her sisters all the time, and mentioned her friends in Chicago often.

“Huh,” Noah said. “Who knew?”

“Me,” Dorsey said with a laugh. “Also, I found two more bisexuals the other day. I’m going to start a club.”

“What do you mean, you found them?” Noah asked. “Were you out looking for them?”

“No, they were just drawn to me. Bisexuals, pansexuals, we can sense each other, you know. We send out a signal.”

Patrick snorted.

“I don’t think that’s true,” Noah said, squinting.

“No, it’s totally not true,” Dorsey said with a laugh.

We spread out to various parts of the gym, and I met Edan for sparring after a run on the treadmill. We changed up partners occasionally, but I was still the person he was most comfortable with. And I just liked having him around, always.

There was one benefit to Maddie’s relentless pace—I was in great shape. While six solid months of training and scrab fighting had become a little tiresome, I couldn’t deny that it had made me pretty badass. And my constant sparring with Edan had made me incredibly fast.

I thought about Dad sometimes, and how he’d take swings at me. He just used brute strength and took advantage of my fear. I had no intention of ever seeing him again, but if I did, it was nice to know that he wouldn’t be able to land a single blow.

I wasn’t going to see Dad or Mom ever again, apparently. I hadn’t intended to cut off all contact with Mom, but she hadn’t reached out to me once since the day of tryouts in Atlanta. Neither had Dad, though I wasn’t terribly upset about that.

But Mom? She could have at least checked on me once or twice. The address of our hostel in London was public and prominent on the St. John website. It was where all letters and packages for recruits were sent. And my email address was the same one I’d had since I was ten. I was easy to contact, as my many emails from Julian so clearly demonstrated.

But I hadn’t heard a word from her.

I stepped away from Edan, breathing heavily. We were in the boxing ring, surrounded by recruits working out. He wiped the back of his arm across his brow. I noticed some recruits nearby staring at us, clearly impressed.

“Done for the day?” I asked.

“Yes,” I heard someone groan from behind me. I turned to see Priya leaned dramatically over the ropes of the ring, arms hanging down toward the ground.

“Yeah, I think we’re done,” Edan said, looking at Priya in amusement.

Dorsey walked up beside Priya, using his shirt to wipe sweat from his face.

“Did you do that?” I asked him, pointing to her.

“I just suggested that we race around the building a few times,” he said.

“I hate running,” Priya moaned.

“I won,” Dorsey said. Priya punched him in the side.

Behind them, I spotted two of the new recruits sparring in the corner. I winced as one took a hit directly to the face and then promptly fell on his butt. This new group needed some work.

Patrick, who was at the punching bags with Maddie, pulled his earbuds out and said something to her. He frowned as he pointed at the new recruits. I edged closer to them as Maddie also pulled out her earbuds.

“Jayden was needed on assignment today,” she said. “They’re fine.”

Patrick made an exasperated noise. “They are not fine. They need good trainers, not whoever happens to be around today.”

Maddie shrugged. “Noah’s in charge of training, take it up with him.”

“Noah assigned Jayden to them!”

“Oh, right.” Maddie glanced around the gym. “Naomi!”

Naomi, one of the more experienced UK recruits, hopped off the rowing machine and walked over to them.

“Work with the new recruits today, will ya?” Maddie asked. “They need some help.”

“Yeah, all right,” Naomi said, a little wearily. I watched as she trudged over to the new recruits.

“Happy?” Maddie asked Patrick.

“You can’t keep pulling the trainers for assignments,” Patrick said. “At least talk to Noah about it first so he can send someone else.”

“It’s fine. We figure it out. See?” She gestured to where Naomi was working with the recruits. Patrick turned away, rolling his eyes.

“Guys!” I heard Noah call, his voice urgent. I turned to see him standing in front of the television mounted on the wall. He turned around, eyes wide. “Julian’s parents are dead.”

“What?” Priya said. Everyone rushed to the television.

The TV was tuned to a news channel, and someone increased the volume as I approached. Two familiar faces filled the screen. It was a picture of Richard and Faye Montgomery, Julian’s parents. They were dressed in fancy clothes—most likely a picture from some rich people event—smiling for the camera.

“. . . suffered extensive injuries. Again, if you’re just joining us, Richard Montgomery, founder and chairman of Montgomery Properties, and his wife, Faye Montgomery, died today in London following a scrab attack outside their hotel. Their son, Julian Montgomery, was reportedly not with them. We’ve been told that he’s safely in New York, where he’s been since leaving the St. John fight squads earlier this year.”

“Why were those assholes in London?” Maddie said quietly, almost to herself.

“Same thing they were doing in Brussels last month,” Noah said. “Picking up scrabs.”

“I’m surprised they came back here, though,” Maddie said. “I figured they were in Belgium because we’re not allowed to go there.”

“Wait, we’re not allowed into Belgium?” Dorsey asked.

“Not while you’re a part of the teams. They have antimercenary laws, which they are enforcing very strictly these days.”

“Do you think they would still be trying to ship scrabs out of the country?” Edan asked. “With the security these days? The police here have really cracked down.”

“They can’t possibly search every shipping container that comes into and out of the UK,” Maddie said. “And I wouldn’t put it past the Montgomerys to bribe the police into looking the other way. I’m almost certain they were doing it before.” A few recruits looked at each other, clearly alarmed. I winced. We probably shouldn’t have been having this conversation in front of them.

“Maybe this is way too optimistic, but do you think it’s possible that Julian will step back from MDG now?” Patrick asked.

Maddie frowned. “Why would he?”

“To grieve. And to . . . I don’t know. Go to college? He’s only twenty years old. I felt like he was just doing all the MDG stuff to make his parents happy.” He looked at me. “You said that he mostly seemed motivated to keep his dad happy.”

“He did,” I said. “Maybe . . . ?” I looked at Maddie, unsure.

“I really don’t know. He could, I guess. He’ll have a lot on his plate, since he was their only child.” She looked down at her phone, and then turned away, pressing it to her ear. “Hey, Mom.” She walked toward the exit.

I really wanted to believe Patrick’s optimism. Was it naïve to hope that Julian would find a tiny shred of humanity and just walk away from it all? He’d just inherited an enormous amount of wealth, and the Montgomerys were deeply invested in MDG. Maybe he’d decide to abandon his father’s stupid, dangerous ideas and pull his funding. Maybe MDG would go under without it.

Maybe.

 


That evening, after our assignment, I walked into the lounge to see Maddie sitting at the large round table in the center of the room, laptop in front of her. The room was empty except for three recruits talking quietly on the couch on the back wall.

“Got it,” Maddie said to the screen, and then typed something into her phone. She looked up and smiled at me. “Hey, Clara.”

“Hi, Clara!” came a voice from the laptop.

I walked around the table and smiled at the dark-haired girl on the screen. “Hey, Hannah.”

Hannah was a freelance writer and journalism student at NYU. She’d contacted me after my video went up, and became so engrossed in the mystery of the MDG Dust Storm facility that Maddie had ended up hiring her to do research.

Beside her was Victor, one of Grayson’s friends and the guy I’d talked to when I signed up for the squads. He ran various aspects of the operation from New York—uniform and weapons orders, meal planning, and general assistant work. He still did all that, but these days he mostly researched MDG with Hannah. We didn’t have much time to devote to MDG when we were out fighting scrabs and training new recruits every day.

“Clara!” Victor exclaimed, waving at me. Victor greeted everyone like he’d never been so excited to see them in his life.

“Hey, guys,” I said, sliding into the chair beside Maddie.

“Tell me about Arizona,” Maddie said to her.

“Right.” Hannah riffled through her notes. “Arizona . . . Arizona . . .”

“Is it that one?” Victor asked, pointing to a corner of the room off screen. “I’ll get it.” He pushed away from the table. Victor used a wheelchair, and he rolled behind Hannah, disappearing for a moment before reappearing with a notebook in his lap.

“Thanks,” Hannah said, pushing her hair back with a sigh. “I’m scattered today.”

Maddie pressed her lips together like she was trying not to smile. Hannah was always scattered. She was super smart—she’d graduated from high school a year early and was already a senior in college at the age of twenty. But she seemed like one of those smart people who couldn’t handle everyday life. Like she had so much information stuffed into her brain that she couldn’t remember things like eating meals or where she put her notebook.

“I thought I was on to something in Arizona, but it was a dead end,” she said. “Oh! Right. This is where they found a nest of dead scrabs. But they’d been dead a long time. Years. I’ll send you the pictures. It’s super gross, though.”

“OK,” Maddie said with a disappointed sigh.

“I’m trying to find some people to check out a tip in New Mexico,” Hannah said. “But it’s been a struggle to find someone trustworthy. The former recruits I had investigating in Arizona won’t go.”

“Offer to pay them double,” Maddie said.

“I did. They said they’re done. But!” she said, perking up. “I did get a tip from one of my Reddit bro friends.”

“Your Reddit bro friends?” I repeated.

“Yeah, the guys on the scrab conspiracy threads are very familiar with me. They think I’m a dude named Hank, but they love me.” She waved her hand. “Anyway, they haven’t announced it yet, but the Scrab Defense League is having a big get-together in early January. Their first annual conference. They’ve reserved a hotel for it.”

“Where?” Maddie asked.

“Dallas.”

I groaned. “Why Dallas?”

“Aren’t you from Dallas?” Hannah looked confused.

“Yep. I sure am.”

She squinted at me, obviously expecting more. “Huh. OK. Anyway, it’s apparently going to be a big thing. Facebook has exploded with various chapters of the league in the last couple months, and the Texas branches are especially active. I imagine that’s why they chose Dallas.”

“Any idea what they’re going to do?” Maddie asked.

“Sit around and talk about how much they like guns and trained scrabs?” Victor guessed.

“That is literally our best guess
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