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			FIERY CAT

			Melanie wonders how many of the vehicles clogging Wilshire Boulevard contain operatives for an underground vigilante organization. This one has three. Vinnie drives and Melanie rides shotgun. Trevor, her case manager and Make It Stop’s tech expert, sits mashed in the middle seat of the nondescript box truck. They’re going on a mission to Western Psychiatric. Scratch that. She’s going on a mission. These puds are staying in the truck. And now Trevor’s badgering her about her cover story.

			“Seriously?” Melanie asks. 

			“One more time,” Trevor insists. “Who are you?” 

			Melanie hesitates, and that means trouble. In her line of work, thinking on the job can be dangerous—even deadly. 

			Here’s to thinking. Melanie pulls a pint of Fiery Cat from her leather jacket and takes a swig. Terrible stuff, like drinking the dregs of a salsa jar. The truck hits a pothole and jalapeño-flavored vodka spills down her neck, soaking her tank top. Even her bra is soggy. She’s a walking body shot.

			“Shit.”

			“You’re drinking?” Trevor asks. He can barely keep the aggravation out of his voice. 

			“Trying to.” Melanie wipes her mouth with a studded sleeve, which isn’t a hot idea. 

			“I told you she was trouble,” Vinnie says. 

			“Suck my dick, Vinnie,” Melanie says. 

			Trevor sighs. He’s nervous, and nerves are contagious before a mission. He hates it when she drinks, but no drunk shows up to a detox facility sober. Melanie ought to know. She’s been in and out of them her whole life.

			“Melanie…” 

			“Melanie’s not here,” she says, finally getting into character. “This is Rachel, and Rachel likes to party!” Her hair feels heavy on her head. This morning she’d shaped it into a shiny pink mohawk, something she hasn’t done since she was a teenager. It’s already starting to wilt in the truck’s rearview mirror.

			“Rachel who?” Trevor asks.

			“Rachel Roark,” Melanie says. The name still strikes her as absurd, but she’s stuck with it for the next few weeks—or however long this operation is supposed to take. 

			“Again,” Trevor says.

			“Rrrrrrrrrrrachel Rrrrrrrrrrrroarrrrrrrrk!” she shouts like an announcer at a boxing match.

			“Mel,” Trevor pleads, “we don’t have much time. Let’s go over your cover story again.”

			Melanie checks the dashtab. ETA: five minutes. 

			Five minutes to tell Trevor how she really feels about him. 

			“Rachel Roark. Twenty-three-year-old female chameleon. Alkie, addict, self-harmer—”

			“Chameleon?” Trevor interrupts.

			“What?”

			“You said chameleon.”

			“No, I didn’t,” Melanie says. 

			“Yes, you did,” Vinnie says without taking his eyes off the road. Drivers aren’t supposed to interact with ops before a mission, but Vinnie’s an irascible old prick who does what he wants. 

			“Chameleon. Caucasian. You knew what I meant.” 

			Did she really say chameleon? That’s not good. She takes another swig and coughs up fumes. She pounds the door with her fist until the burning subsides. Maybe the Fiery Cat wasn’t such a hot idea.

			“Are you all right?” Trevor asks.

			“Fine,” she spits, and sets the bottle on the floor so she won’t be tempted to drink any more. Melanie rattles off the details of Rachel’s profile, data she’s spent the last two weeks memorizing. Rachel Roark is Melanie’s cover, a fake person with real issues. 

			“Two minutes,” Vinnie announces even though the dashtab says three. 

			Now it’s two. Shit. She needs air. Melanie rolls down the window. 

			“Are you ready?” Trevor asks.

			“Ready when you are!” Melanie is incapable of saying anything that isn’t a total cliché. That’s what even a little bit of alcohol does to her. It speeds up her tongue, slows down her brain, messes with her emotions. Feelings get Melanie in trouble every time. No feelings, only choices is Melanie’s mantra—and that goes double when she’s drinking. 

			“You have your mayday device?” Trevor asks. 

			Melanie pats the pin affixed to the lapel of her leather jacket. It’s a simple GPS that triggers an alarm at HQ. If the mission goes sideways, she can call in the calvary with a click of a button. She’s never needed to use it but likes knowing it’s there. On her previous mission, it was a brooch in the shape of a pentagram. This time it’s a button with the logo for a punk band called Swallows. Great name. Terrible band. 

			“Good,” Trevor continues. “Remember, this is a deep-cover extraction, not a bust-out, so go slow. There’s no need to rush this assignment, all right?”

			Melanie nods but she’s not really paying attention. There’s hardly any time left on the clock. She glances out the window. Condos are going up where the Federal Building used to stand before it was blown up by the Subsubhumans, a group from the San Diego-Tijuana-Tecate triangle. Soon the truck will come to a stop in the mini mall parking lot across the street from Western Psychiatric, and she’ll be on her way. If there’s anything she wants to say to Trevor, now is the time. Operation details. Target info. Feelings of infatuation. How she loves the lock of dark hair that’s always falling into his bright blue eyes that seem to take in everything at once. The way he’d looked at her the one and only time they’d kissed… 

			“Tell me I’m beautiful,” she says through a belch that catches her by surprise and leaves the cab smelling like a soup kitchen.

			“Mel…” Trevor complains.

			“Tell me or I’m aborting the mission!” 

			Is she really doing this? Screaming at her supervisor in front of Vinnie? She might as well be twelve, her bedspread overflowing with stuffed bunnies and bears. Melanie had used her menagerie as a receptacle for drugs she sold to her friends at school. (She kept the Adderall in the ape, the skunk got her edibles, and she shoved Oxies up the ass of her favorite bear.) Every few months, she’d get wasted and forget who was holding what and tear the animals to pieces, which freaked out her foster parents. 

			Trevor relents. “You, Rachel Roark, are a beauty beyond compare.”

			“Rachel isn’t real.”

			“She better be.” 

			“We’re here,” Vinnie says as he turns the truck into the hospital’s parking lot. Melanie picks up the pint of Fiery Cat and brings it to her lips, but the bottle is empty. She hurls it out the window. Glass smashes on the pavement. 

			“I’m not cleaning that up,” Vinnie says. 

			Melanie catches a whiff of exhaust and imagines the truck filling up with fumes. She’s already starting to get a headache, which strikes her as unfair. It’s time to embrace the assignment. Get in tune with her inner lush and become Rachel, a lost soul searching for…she isn’t sure yet. She’ll figure out that part later. 

			Melanie ambushes Trevor with a kiss on the lips but doesn’t press her luck. She jumps out of the truck before he can ruin the moment. The ground sends a jolt through her legs. Steady, girl. She’s ready for whatever the hospital has to throw at her. She’s a spark, a match, a goddam flamethrower, and she’ll blow this whole shit show sky-high if she has to. She flips Vinnie the bird, pulls her leather jacket tight around her body, and strides toward the entrance to Western Psychiatric like a goddess walking through a dream. 

			—

			“What did you say your name was, sweetie?”

			Melanie tries to be patient, but she’s just about had it. She’s given her name to the middle-aged woman at the hospital’s admittance desk three times already. 

			“Roark. Rachel Roark.”

			“Roark?” the woman asks, lifting her eyeglasses from the nest of her tremendous bosom as she peers at a computer screen. 

			“Roark! Last name. R as in Romeo. O as in Oscar. A as in Alpha…”

			“That’s enough of that.” The woman looks up from her screen, clearly annoyed. “You have a seat while I get this sorted.”

			When you sit, you give people permission to forget about you. It’s harder to ignore someone standing over you. “I prefer to stand.”

			“You do what you gotta do,” the woman says.

			“Doing it.”

			The detox ward is housed in an ancient wing of the hospital that’s been renovated many times and still looks like a dump. Though the paint is fresh and the floors are clean, the place feels dingy and smells strongly of floor wax. It’s got a purgatorial vibe Melanie wants no part of. The sooner she gets this operation underway the better.

			“You got insurance?”

			“Of course.”

			“You do know this is a conditional release facility?”

			Melanie knows all about Western Psych’s patient policies. That’s why she’s here. Once patients are admitted to Western Psych (and scores of hospitals like it), they aren’t released until they meet two conditions: they’re medically cleared and financially paid up. In other words, if you can’t pay your bills, you don’t go home. Patients who can’t pay are remanded to the hospital’s detention center until their financial obligations are met. Or, if they’re lucky, until someone like Melanie comes along and busts them out. 

			“Stay until you pay,” Melanie says. “Got it.”

			“I don’t know about all that…”

			“What do you know?” 

			Stalemate. 

			“Let’s see if I can find someone who can help you,” the woman says. 

			“You do that.”

			The woman rises from her computer, peers at Melanie over the top of her glasses, and shuffles through the door at the back of the office. Melanie counts one, two, three beats before she blows through the double doors to her right and into the hospital proper. 

			Is this a good idea? 

			No, definitely not. Trevor told her to take it slow. This is the opposite of that, but it’s too late for second-guessing. She’s in.

			Melanie has the hospital’s layout memorized. Inpatient processing is surrounded by back-of-house operations: kitchens, laundry services, maintenance workshops. The first thing she does is lose the leather. She wads up her jacket and stuffs it into a trashcan, then pushes through the doors to the massive laundry room. It’s lunch time so there isn’t anyone around. She rifles through a bin and finds what she’s looking for: a relatively clean set of hospital scrubs and a nurse’s bouffant, which she slips over her head, wrecking the Mohawk she’d worked on all morning. 

			Melanie hurries down the hall and takes the elevator up to the second floor, where the cafeteria is located. It smells like hot milk and boiled meat. Institutional chow. She gets in line, fills six paper cups with black coffee, and wedges them into a cardboard tray. 

			“You want cream and sugar?” the cashier asks with a weary look. 

			Melanie nods, clocks his nametag: JUREYL. He dumps packets of sugar and non-dairy creamer on her tray without bothering to count them out. 

			“These all for you?” he asks.

			“Don’t be a bitch, Jureyl,” Melanie says with a wink. 

			Jureyl smiles. “I can’t help it.”

			Back in the elevator, Melanie breathes in the aroma of the coffee, willing the caffeine to light up her brain. Melanie has never blown her cover or botched a bust-out, and she doesn’t intend to start now.

			The target’s name is Michael, but he goes by Mick. Twenty years old. Son of a CEO. Part-time construction worker, full-time fuck-up. Mick likes pills (who doesn’t?) and has a girlfriend he may have knocked up. Western Psych cut off his visitation privileges and stashed him in a private room. This wasn’t a case of a family who couldn’t afford to pay for Mick’s care; this was straight up extortion. 

			Enter: Make It Stop. 

			There’s no elevator access to the detention level on the fifth floor, so she’ll head to the sixth and take the stairs down. The hospital’s security staff is headquartered on the sixth floor, but she’s got a plan for that. 

			The bell dings and the doors slide open. “Corp” is MIS slang for the corporate cops hospitals employ as private security. There are corps everywhere but Melanie walks right in. She smiles at the men as she passes. Whether it’s the aroma of the coffee or the wiggle in her walk, no one gives her any trouble. 

			“Jureyl sent these up for the boys,” she says to no one in particular as she puts the coffees down on the counter.

			The men on duty brighten. They are muscular and thick. Crew cuts and hairy knuckles. Most are fatter than regular cops. 

			“What, no donuts?” one of them jokes, and they all laugh. A jovial bunch of head crackers. A female corp with a confrontational demeanor sticks her head out of an office down the hall.

			“Who sent those?” she wants to know.

			It’s always the women who make trouble for her, trying to prove how hard they are. 

			“Jureyl,” she says with a fake smile. “Down in the cafeteria?”

			“Who?” she demands like it’s a matter of earth-shattering importance.

			Melanie sighs. “J as in Juliet. U as in Uniform. R as in Romeo…” The woman loses interest and returns to her office. A couple of the corps chuckle. 

			“Bathroom?” Melanie asks.

			One of them points the way with a beefy finger. “Across from the locker rooms.”

			“Thank you,” she says, flashing a smile. She pivots and goes down the passageway. The locker rooms are on the left. The all-gender restroom is just past it on the right. An exit sign glows at the end of the hall. That would be the stairwell. 

			She ducks into the lady’s locker room. The air is damp and humid. She can hear two women talking in the shower. One is complaining about something, the other urges her along, their voices echoing off the tiles. 

			“I told him I was done with his bullshit.”

			“Yes, you did.”

			“But he was trying not to hear me.”

			A sign on the wall reminds patrons the hospital is not responsible for lost or stolen items. The idea of things getting stolen out of a security station locker room strikes Melanie as funny, but she supposes it happens. Crimes of desperation. Crimes of opportunity. And what do we have here… A large gym bag has been left unattended on a bench in front of a bank of lockers. Melanie rifles through the bag and finds all kinds of useful supplies: a key card, pepper spray, a bundle of red plastic zip ties, a short stack of paper masks, a bottle of pills, and a can of pomegranate juice. She cracks open the can and drinks the juice down in one go while reading the prescription bottle. 

			Hydrocodone. 

			Hello. 

			Melanie stashes everything in her pockets just as the showers turn off. Water gurgles down the drain as if into a colossal stomach. The echo of flip-flops slapping the wet tiles tells her it’s time to go. She breezes through the door, goes down the hall to the stairwell, and double-times it to the detention level. On the landing, she listens for a sign she’s being pursued, hears nothing. She gives herself a few seconds to catch her breath and orient the map in her head before she proceeds. 

			She opens the door, clutching the pepper spray at her side. She prefers to fight with her hands, but it’s foolish not to use all the tools at her disposal. The nurse’s station sits in the center of the room with hallways leading left and right. A startled young woman wearing a nurse’s uniform and long braids looks up from her computer.

			“Can I help you?” 

			“Emergency!” 

			“Where’s your badge?” 

			“I have it right here…” Melanie holds up the pepper spray. 

			“That’s—”

			“Gonna hurt.” Melanie blasts her in the face. 

			The woman coughs and gags. Blinded, she lashes out at Melanie with her feet.

			“Easy now,” Melanie says, but this only eggs the woman on. Melanie knocks the nurse to the ground, straddles her, and binds her wrists with the zip ties, which she is delighted to have found a use for so quickly. She stands while the nurse yells and thrashes around on the floor. The nurse’s skirt hikes up, revealing baby blue panties decorated with little fluffy clouds. Adorable. The nurse ends Melanie’s reverie with a kick to her knee. 

			“Ow!” 

			Melanie drags her by her braids into the back office and locks the door. It only takes a few seconds of poking around on the desktab to find what she’s looking for: M. MORIARITY, 505. 

			“Gotcha.”

			Melanie goes down the corridor to her left and follows it until she reaches room 505. She turns the knob and pushes it open. 

			Her target, a well-built young man, sits on the bed in his underwear, braiding a rope out of strips of cloth ripped from his bed sheets. Upon closer inspection, Melanie realizes he’s making a noose. How creative. 

			“Okay, Tarzan,” she says, stepping into the room, “arts and crafts time is over.”

			Mick blinks as Melanie takes the crude noose away from him. He’s a good-looking kid with strong features and thick, dark hair combed back into an unruly pompadour, but his teeth are like a trailer park after a tornado. He is either heavily medicated or not particularly bright. Either way, he doesn’t seem surprised to see her. 

			“You’re one of those Make It Stop vigilantes, aren’t you?”

			The question catches her off guard. Mick’s tone suggests he knows exactly what he’s talking about, like he’d just watched a documentary about the suddenly not-so-secret organization.

			“We’re not vigilantes,” Melanie says. “We help people.” 

			“You’re, like, famous!” 

			“On your feet.”

			“I’m not leaving. There’s only one way out for me.” Mick nods at the noose. 

			This has never happened to Melanie before. She’s heard other ops talk about it, but this is the first time a detainee has refused to cooperate during a bust-out. 

			“Look,” Melanie says, “that’s a real nice hobby you’ve got there, but we need to get moving.”

			“You don’t understand. I’m checking out on my terms.”

			“I can’t let you do that,” Melanie says.

			“Gimme a reason.”

			She rattles the bottle of hydrocodone. “I’ve got about thirty of them.”

			That gets Mick’s attention. “Gimme.” 

			“Whoa, cowboy. We’ll talk after we get you out of here.”

			“Let me see.” Mick scrutinizes the label on the bottle with an intensity Melanie finds unnerving. She has no intention of giving Mick any of these pills, but at least he’s stopped crying goodbye cruel world.

			“Get up,” she says.

			“There are sensors in the bed. I get up, the alarm goes off.” 

			Melanie thinks this over and whips off her scrubs. The odor of jalapeño-flavored vodka fills the room. 

			Mick whistles. “I knew you liked to party.”

			“Shut up and put these on,” she says, ignoring Mick as she shimmies out of her pants and tosses the scrubs at him. 

			“Our first date and we’re already playing doctor!”

			Melanie rattles the bottle again. It’s like flipping a switch. Mick’s eyes glaze over and he dons the mask without further complaint. 

			“Good boy.” Melanie checks the hallway to make sure the coast is clear. It’s eerily quiet. “Let’s go.”

			Mick gets out of bed and, sure enough, she can hear an alarm sound at the nurse’s station. 

			“Give me your hand,” she says.

			“What for?”

			“If the bed is monitored, chances are your ID bracelet is, too.”

			Mick does as he’s told. Melanie rips the bracelet off his wrist, kicks it into the cell, and slams the door shut.

			She leads Mick back to the nurse’s station and down the stairs. The stairwell is as empty as the hallway. Where is everyone? 

			They make their way down the stairs to the second floor when she hears a noise. Melanie stops and peers over the railing. Corps crash onto the landing on the level below. Their steel-shod boots clang on the iron stairs and echo up the shaft of the stairwell. She can hear more of them above. She’s trapped. It’s time to send the mayday signal and call in the troops. She goes to push the pin and realizes it’s not there because she left it in the laundry room with her leather jacket. 

			“Shit!” 

			“What?” Mick asks.

			“This way,” Melanie hisses, and pushes Mick through the door and toward the cafeteria. Doctors and nurses go about their business with varying levels of urgency. She lets out a loud moan and doubles over as if in pain. The only one who pays any attention to her is Mick.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Don’t stop,” she whispers. “Keep moving.”

			They shuffle toward the elevators and get on when the doors open. Melanie gasps and groans as the elevator car descends. Mick hovers over her. He’s broken a sweat and seems genuinely concerned. 

			“Follow me,” she says when the doors open. They fall in behind a gurney and follow it to the end of the hall. The gurney goes one way and Mick and Melanie go the other. She can see sunlight streaming through the wide glass windows of the hospital’s front lobby, but she doesn’t let up. She continues to whimper and moan. 

			“What’s the matter?” Mick asks as they pass through the doors. 

			“Keep going,” she says, standing a little taller, walking a little faster.

			“Hey,” Mick says, jogging to keep up. 

			They go out the door and into the parking lot. They’re going to make it. 

			“You were faking it!” Mick yells.

			“The best way to get ignored in a hospital,” Melanie says, “is to be a woman in pain.” She yanks open the rear door of an ambulance. “Get in.”

			“We’re stealing an ambulance?”

			“Borrowing.” Melanie shoves Mick inside and slams the door. 

			A burly EMT pops out of the driver’s seat. “Ma’am, what are you doing?” 

			Melanie drops him with a kick to the head he never sees coming.

			“Leaving.” 

			Melanie climbs behind the wheel, turns on the siren, and hauls ass out of the parking lot. She glances in the rear view and sees a cadre of corps storming out of the hospital, but they’re too late. The GPS starts squawking at her. 

			“Where would you like to go today?”

			“Fuck off.”

			“I don’t know that location. Where would you like to go today?”

			A flashback from her training floats through her consciousness: A device that can take you somewhere can lead others to you. She either needs to ditch the van or disable the GPS. 

			Melanie makes a hard turn and goes barreling into the parking lot at Howdy’s Biscuits. She parks the ambulance, taking up three spaces. She hops out and opens the rear door. 

			“Everything okay back here?”

			“Oh, yeah,” Mick says, reclining on the gurney. 

			“Wonderful.”

			Melanie grabs a bag of tools and slams the door. In the parking lot, a big bearded dude leans out of the window of a white pickup truck. 

			“Move your vehicle, you stupid cooze!”

			Melanie puts on a fake smile. “Sorry! Broke down!”

			The driver shakes his head and steers his truck into the lot. Melanie curses under her breath. She doesn’t know anything about GPS systems, but she knows how to break things. She climbs into the ambulance and hammers away at the dashtab and then uses the claw end to rip it out.

			She strides across the parking lot, finds the white pickup, and tosses the GPS system in the bed with a thud, which somehow activates the computer. 

			“Where would you like to go today?”

		

	
		
			2

			SCARY GARY

			Trevor and Vinnie ride the elevator up to Make It Stop’s headquarters on the fourth floor of an office building in the Sherman Oaks Galleria. Sitting at the crossroads of the 101 and 405 freeways in the heart of the San Fernando Valley, the Galleria was once the apogee of eighties mall culture, but those days are long gone. Now the mall is presided over by a monolithic glass-walled skyscraper that is every bit as outdated as the aerosol can of hairspray the building vaguely resembles. MIS has only been at this location for a few months and Property Protectors, the building’s management company, believes its fourth-floor tenants operate a high-end meditation center. Sometime next year, Doyle will break the lease and move Make It Stop to another part of the city. All part of the MIS plan to stay mobile and hide in plain sight. 

			The elevator shudders, causing Trevor to grimace.

			“What’s the matter?” Vinnie asks. 

			“I have a bad feeling about this operation,” Trevor says.

			“No shit,” Vinnie says. “Melanie’s a train wreck.”

			“She’s a little high maintenance,” Trevor clarifies. 

			“I’m high maintenance,” Vinnie says. “She’s a dumpster fire.”

			Trevor can’t argue with that. He’d hoped the bad feeling would dissipate once the operation got underway, but it’s only gotten worse. Trevor makes it his business to pay attention to these feelings, but Vinnie is right. High-maintenance doesn’t even begin to describe Melanie. He’s known for a while that she has feelings for him, and he has only himself to blame. 

			Shortly after Melanie arrived at Make It Stop, Trevor made a clumsy pass at her. That was almost two years ago, and since then his duties at MIS have expanded. When he became Melanie’s case manager, he resolved to be extra professional with her. At first, she buried whatever feelings she had for him under layers of sarcasm and humor, but as the months wore on, she became more brazen. MIS isn’t big enough to be a bureaucracy, but a group in Florida known as The Everyday Satans was exposed when an op who’d fallen for his section leader snitched to the feds after she started sleeping with another agent. MIS doesn’t have a handbook, but its operating procedures are clear: No fraternization between members.

			Maybe that’s the source of the bad feeling, his growing anxiety about what he’s going to do about Melanie now that she’s putting her feelings for him out in the open.

			The elevator stops and the doors open onto an expansive lobby painted in earth tones. Watery light shines down on the reception area’s high-traffic carpet with a gingko leaf pattern. A woman Trevor has never seen before sits behind the reception desk wearing a headset. 

			“Doyle wants to see you,” she says.

			“Both of us?” Vinnie asks.

			“Just Trevor.”

			Vinnie scowls. 

			“Where is he?” Trevor asks.

			“In the dojo.”

			Trevor nods and heads down the hall. In a former life, the dojo was a yoga studio and still resembles one, but now on the far wall swords and staffs hang on a rack. Trevor finds Doyle doing tai chi, which always embarrasses him to watch. Doyle is an ex-Marine whose buzz cut and linebacker physique ensure he will always look the part. While some people look like trouble, Doyle’s vibe screams authority. Trevor has seen gangbangers cross the street to get out of his way. Even cops mistake him for one of their own. 

			“We lost an op today,” Doyle says as he continues his routine. 

			Whatever Trevor was expecting, it wasn’t this. “Who?”

			“Gary Gray.”

			“Scary Gary?”

			“Lancaster assignment,” Doyle says by way of an answer. “Mojave Critical Care.”

			“How?” Trevor asks, feeling suddenly lightheaded. 

			“I don’t know. He must have blown his cover.” Doyle stops his routine and picks up a towel to wipe his face. “They killed him, Trevor.”

			Scary Gary was a reformed junkie. A seemingly indestructible cockroach of a man who’d overdosed countless times and flatlined twice before MIS recruited him. Scary Gary was in his late thirties and still looked like his high school yearbook photo, which he loved showing to new recruits. It was true, he did resemble the photo, but by eighteen he was already a hardcore addict. Over the years, he added scars and tattoos and never stopped looking like a terrifically sketchy dude. Hence the nickname. Scary Gary was an outstanding undercover operative, one of the best in the organization. He was smart, loyal, funny, and great with the younger ops. A tremendous asset to MIS. He was also really tight with Melanie, who would take the news hard. It was never easy when they lost an op, and if Scary Gary could get taken out, anyone could. 

			“Was Melanie drinking when you dropped her off?” Doyle asks.

			Trevor snaps out of his reverie. “Yes, but—”

			“We can’t have our operatives,” Doyle interrupts, “compromising the integrity of an assignment by getting impaired.”

			“She wasn’t impaired.”

			The door opens and Vinnie sticks his head in the dojo. “Uh, excuse me…”

			“What is it, Vinnie?” Doyle snaps.

			“It’s Melanie.”

			“Is she all right?” Trevor asks, suddenly worried.

			“She’s here,” Vinnie says. 

			That makes no sense. The extraction was supposed to take weeks. 

			“And the target?” Doyle asks. 

			Vinnie shrugs. “She says she needs assistance in the garage.” 

			Doyle glares at Trevor. “Take care of this. And then send her to my office.” Doyle throws his towel on the floor and leaves. 

			Trevor curses himself for not acting on the bad feeling sooner. He’d been right all along, and when it comes to Melanie, it’s always better to be wrong than right.

			—

			Bubba McArdle pilots his pickup truck down the boulevard with one hand, while holding a fried chicken biscuit in the other. Life, in his opinion, is short, brutal, and mean. While the pleasures of existence are few and far between, one of its most reliable is a chicken biscuit from Howdy’s. 

			“You’re never lonely,” he sings along to music only he can hear, “with a biscuit in your hand…”

			No one has ever told Bubba he has a decent voice, but he harbors elaborate fantasies of rising to the top of the charts as an outlaw country singer. He is in the middle of such a daydream, performing as a spokesman for Howdy’s Biscuits, when a black SUV swerves into his lane, cutting him off. 

			“What in the heck,” Bubba says as he jerks the wheel and slams on his brakes, holding his biscuit aloft like the statue of liberty clutches the torch of freedom. 

			Two more SUVs close in from behind, boxing him in. Armed men pour out of the vehicles. Bubba steps out of the truck, arms in the air, still holding the biscuit.

			“Don’t shoot!”

			A man in a dark suit slips out of one of the SUVs. He calmly approaches Bubba, sizing him up.	

			“And who might you be?” he asks in an English accent. Bubba swears he’s seen him somewhere before. Something about the teeth, which are whiter and brighter than God ever intended. 

			The armed men begin to search Bubba’s vehicle, which he doesn’t care for one bit. “Listen here,” he says, “I’m a taxpayer and—”

			The man in the suit explodes. “Who! The fuck! Are you?”

			“Boss?” 

			Both Bubba and the man in the suit turn toward his pickup truck, where another man is standing in the bed holding up what looks like a mangled GPS system. 

			“Where would you like to go today?” the GPS inquires. 

			The man in the suit shakes his head in disgust. “Let’s go,” he says and slaps the biscuit out of Bubba’s hand. 

			“My biscuit!” Bubba blurts.

			—

			Derek Hansen needs to calm down. 

			Usually, the founder and CEO of Health Net Secure feels a sense of tranquility after eliminating an infiltrator, like he did this morning at Mojave Critical Care, but the fiasco at Western Psychiatric has him seething. Seated in the back of a black SUV, he holsters his weapon and closes his eyes, taking solace in the memory of how it went down this morning. 

			An hour before dawn, an elite squad of his security staff dragged the vermin out of his cell and into a fenced-in yard lit up as bright as day. They tossed the man to the ground and formed a semicircle around him. Then it was Hansen’s show.

			“Listen here, my little vigilante friend,” he said, “you’ve got one option.” Hansen pointed at a gate in the security fence as two of his men pushed it open. “If you make it past the gate, you’re home free. If not, well, you’ve had a good run, haven’t you?”

			The prisoner sensed it was a set up. “Fuck you,” he spat. “I don’t run.”

			“A noble junkie,” Hansen said. He had to give the man credit. He didn’t seem scared. Nor did the semiautomatic Hansen pointed at his head seem to have any effect on him. The fucker didn’t even flinch. Hansen pulled the gun back and considered his options. 

			“You want a second chance? It’s what all you junkies want, isn’t it?” 

			Hansen tossed the weapon in the dirt in front of the man. 

			“Take your shot.”

			The scum lunged for the gun and his men lit him up with their assault rifles, turning the scene into a bloodbath. A happy memory ruined by the debacle at Western Psych. 

			Hansen’s tab lights up with a message from Bethany Webster, his crack director of public relations and a so-so piece of ass. TV crews setting up. Coming?

			Be right there, he types. 

			“Driver,” he says, raising his voice to ensure he will be heard. “Take me back to the hospital.”

			—

			Melanie is leaning against the rear doors of the ambulance when Trevor and Vinnie emerge from the elevator. She takes a deep breath. No feelings, only choices. 

			“Miss me?” she asks.

			She can tell Trevor wants to be mad at her, but he isn’t, which is weird. “You want to tell me why you’re here?” he asks. 

			“I saw an opportunity and I took it,” Melanie says, but she isn’t fooling anyone, especially not Trevor. She knows she fucked up and is overcompensating with a show of bravado she isn’t really feeling. 

			“And the target?” Trevor asks. 

			“Yeah, about that.” Melanie opens the ambulance door and steps to the side. “We had a mishap.”

			A gruesome stench wafts out of the ambulance. Vinnie pulls the collar of his shirt up over his mouth. “What is that?” 

			“The target,” Melanie says. 

			“Already?” Trevor asks. 

			Melanie doesn’t have an answer for that. The last time she spoke to Mick was at Howdy’s, but when they pulled into MIS HQ, he was stiff and blue and, by the smell of things, in an advanced state of decomposition, which makes no sense. 

			Trevor and Vinnie cautiously approach for a closer look. Although a sheet covers Mick’s body, it doesn’t conceal the fact that he’s sporting an enormous erection. 

			“That’s something you don’t see every day,” Trevor says.

			“Maybe you don’t,” Vinnie says with a smirk. 

			“What happened?” Trevor asks Melanie. 

			“He was fine when we left the hospital,” Melanie shrugs, feigning indifference, “but I found this on him.”

			Melanie hands Trevor a bottle of pills. He scans the label. “This isn’t a hydrocodone overdose,” he says. 

			“What is it then?” Melanie asks. 

			“I don’t know,” Trevor admits.

			Melanie softens. “I thought you’d be mad at me.” 

			“I’m just glad you’re safe.”

			“You sound like you mean it.”

			“I do.”

			Normally, Trevor would be furious at her for botching the op, but he’s curiously calm. 

			“Is everything all right?” Melanie asks.

			“We lost an op today.”

			Oh, shit. Here it is. “Who?” she demands. 

			“Scary Gary.”

			Horror and disbelief surge through her and she pukes on the parking garage floor. “Not Gary,” she says when she’s done. 

			Trevor puts an arm around her but addresses Vinnie. “Put the target in the truck and get rid of the ambulance.”

			“Roger that.” Vinnie snaps on a pair of black latex gloves and slides a paper mask onto his face.

			Melanie regains what’s left of her composure. “I want to talk to Doyle,” she says. 

			“Good,” Trevor says. “Because he wants to talk to you.” He leads Melanie to the private elevator for MIS.

			“You’re not coming with me?” Melanie asks.

			“I gotta clean up your mess.” 

			The doors open and Viviana Sanchez steps out of the elevator dressed in skintight workout clothes. She looks like she’s just left the set of a photo shoot for a line of high-end yoga gear. She’s tall, fit, and incredibly attractive, but that’s not the problem. Melanie despises Viviana because she’s taken her spot as the top op at MIS. 

			“Thank goodness you’re alive!” Viviana exclaims.

			“Bite me.”

			“Easy,” Trevor chastises. 

			“It’s okay,” Viviana says. “She’s had a rough day.” Viviana does an extravagant hair flip as she walks past them. “Going for a run, Trev.”

			“Going for a run, Trev,” Melanie mimics. 

			“Mel…”

			Melanie ignores him and storms into the elevator. She turns and crosses her arms as the doors close. When they open again, a half-dozen staffers and data analysts mill about Make It Stop’s lobby. Vernon and Max, two of the newer ops who follow Viviana around like puppies, turn their heads when Melanie enters and then quickly look away. 

			So, it’s gonna be like that…

			Melanie cruises through the lobby. When she reaches the end of the long hallway, she knocks on the door to Doyle’s office and barges in, but no one’s there. She considers going to look for him but decides to wait. She plops down in a chair across from Doyle’s desk and stares out the window that faces the Hollywood Hills, watching clouds sail by and palm trees sway in the breeze. Usually, the slivers of light sliding up and down the rustling fronds would have a calming effect, but her mind is a mess. She blew the assignment. Mick must have gotten a hold of the pills she’d copped in the locker room when they were leaving Western Psych, and now he’s dead. She has no idea how, but this is bad. Very, very bad. Not as bad as Gary dying, but she didn’t have anything to do with that. This is all on her. On any other day she’d be devastated, but this is not any other day. 

			She knew Gary had gone on a long-term assignment in the desert, an infiltration job that was expected to take weeks—just like hers. He’d left the day before yesterday. How did they sniff him out so quickly? Did he screw up? Or did someone know he was coming? 

			Trevor should be here. He’s her case manager. This is his job. She never meets with Doyle one-on-one. 

			Doyle steps into the office with a grim expression on his face and closes the door behind him. He’s wearing an old school sweatshirt and sweatpants that are two different shades of gray. It kills Melanie they don’t match. Who does that?

			Melanie decides a proactive approach is in order. “What the hell is going on?” 

			“That’s what I should be asking you,” Doyle says as he settles into the chair behind his desk. 

			“Where’s Gary?” she asks.

			“At the morgue.” 

			Melanie sits up. “What are we waiting for? We have to go get him!”

			“You know we can’t do that.”

			“What are you talking about? We’re his family!”

			“Of course we are, but if we go down there…”

			“I’ll go.” Melanie gets up from her chair so quickly she has to hold on to one of the armrests to maintain her balance. 

			“Sit. Down.”

			Melanie snorts and throws herself into the chair. 

			“We’re gathering intel on his family,” Doyle continues. “He has an older brother. Did Gary ever talk about him?” 

			“Yeah,” Melanie replies. “He said he was a homeless junkie shitbag.”

			“We’re doing everything we can. Steps—”

			“Are being taken,” Melanie says, anticipating Doyle’s half-assed explanation. She didn’t come here to listen to bureaucratic doublespeak. 

			Doyle isn’t amused. 

			“Let’s turn our attention to your disaster of an operation.” Doyle sets the bottle of pills on his desk. “Where did these come from?”

			“Trevor gave them to you?”

			“Really, Melanie? That’s how you want to do this?”

			Melanie sighs. She can handle Doyle when he’s angry but not when he’s disappointed. “I acquired them during my mission.”

			“The target didn’t have them in his possession when you found him?”

			Melanie shakes her head. “He must have taken them from me somehow. He—”

			Doyle holds up his hand. “He got them from you?”

			Her head feels like a kettle getting ready to blow. She decides to change tactics. “Yes, but the target was getting ready to kill himself when I came along. I basically saved him.”

			“Before you killed him.”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“Fair? A young man is dead.”

			Melanie doesn’t know why she’s arguing with Doyle. She screwed up and they both know it. 

			“Your mission was to infiltrate,” Doyle continues. “What you did was nothing short of a raid.”

			Melanie tries counting to ten. She looks at the clouds, then the palm trees. She makes it to three before blurting, “I did what I had to do.”

			“Is that what you call ignoring operation protocol?”

			“You can call it whatever you want.”

			“How about reckless, irresponsible, and detrimental to the perpetuity of the organization?”

			“How about the perpetuity of me?” Melanie practically shouts. “If I’d followed your precious protocols, I’d probably be dead like Gary!” 

			Doyle studies Melanie with his intense blue eyes. “I’m taking you off the operations team until further notice.”

			Melanie can’t believe what she’s hearing. “You can’t do that!”

			“Let’s review,” Doyle says. “To establish your cover, you relapsed to present yourself as a more convincing candidate.”

			“I always do that!”

			“Right, but when you turned the infiltration into an extraction, your impaired judgment became a liability.”

			“You don’t know what it’s like in there!”

			Doyle gives her a look. He knows better than anyone what it’s like to work undercover. When Doyle started Make It Stop, he was a one-man wrecking crew, busting out patients on his own with no one looking out for him on the outside. 

			“Okay, maybe you do,” she admits.

			“If we can’t do what we do with discretion,” Doyle says, “we might as well not do it at all. Your poor judgment led to a young man’s death.”

			“Gary was murdered. Mick wanted to die.”

			“Some of us feel you’ve become too aggressive.”

			“You mean Trevor,” Melanie says. “Is that why he isn’t here?”

			“I asked him not to come. Are you two sleeping together?”

			Melanie is so surprised she isn’t sure she’s hearing him correctly. “What kind of question is that?”

			“The kind that requires a yes or no answer.”

			“No,” it pains Melanie to admit.

			“Then stop acting like it. You know the policy here. I don’t want to have this conversation again. Are we clear?”

			Melanie nods.

			“Your social skills need work. I want you to learn how to connect with people again. Ops must stay balanced, both physically and mentally.”

			“Here we go with the Yoda shit.” The headache Melanie has been fighting has finally arrived. The sunlight stabs her eyes. She wishes she could close the blinds, curl up on the floor, pretend like none of this is happening.

			“I want you to stay away from the facility for a while.”

			Melanie sits up in her chair. “Are you kidding me?” Doyle doesn’t answer because Doyle doesn’t kid. “I’m suspended?”

			“Lay low. Get some rest. Your case manager will be in touch.”

			“I thought we were a family!”

			“Make It Stop is your family,” Doyle says, “but it shouldn’t be your world.”

			Melanie feels like she might lose it, a fit so ferocious she won’t be able to control herself. She yanks open the door and storms out of Doyle’s office. Melanie is halfway down the hall when she hears him call her name. She does an about-face and marches back. 

			“What?”

			“No more drinking,” Doyle says. “Relapse again and your suspension becomes permanent.”

			That does it. Doyle’s final directive flips the switch on Melanie’s restraint. She exits the office and slams the door behind her. An op named Natalie approaches from the other end of the hall.

			“I just heard about Gary. I’m so—”

			“Save it.” Melanie pushes through the door to the locker room. She opens her locker and starts stuffing her gear into a duffel bag. She’s nearly done when she finds a photo of Scary Gary, sitting on the hood of a car in a parking lot, enjoying a private joke. 

			Oh, Gary.

			He was more than a friend and a mentor; he was the best sparring partner she ever had. He could take punishment as well as he could dish it out, which is rare. One time they were sparring with staffs. Gary was the stronger combatant and better with weapons, but Melanie was determined to beat him. She came in for a headshot, but Gary anticipated the move. He ducked out of the way and clipped her in the knee. Not enough to hurt her but it sent her sprawling to the mat. 

			“You mad?” Gary teased.

			Melanie gritted her teeth and launched a furious assault that backed him into a corner. She planted her staff on the mat and vaulted into the air with a flying kick to his face that knocked him flat on his back. When he lifted his head off the mat, he was missing a tooth and blood gushed from his mouth.

			“Holy shit that was awesome!” he said.

			“Uh, your tooth…”

			“Didn’t need it anyway.”

			Melanie stuffs the photo into her bag and exits through the door that leads directly into the dojo. She scans the room for Trevor and spots him in the corner by the racks of free weights, locked in an embrace with Viviana-fucking-Sanchez.

			Melanie’s brain momentarily freezes before feelings of sadness, shame, and rage flash through her all at once. She storms out of the dojo, puts both hands on the door, and slams it with all her might. She slams it with such force it pops open, so Melanie slams it again and again and again until not only Trevor and Viviana, but everyone at Make It Stop knows she has completely lost her shit. 

			—

			Trevor and Doyle walk along the main promenade of what’s left of the Sherman Oaks Galleria. In the nineties, a major renovation inadvertently turned the walkway that runs through the center of the mall into a wind tunnel. Walking from one end of the Galleria to the other feels like traversing a blustery desert canyon. 

			“Well?” Doyle asks with an intensity that makes Trevor squirm. 

			“I think she’s experiencing mission fatigue,” Trevor says.

			“You mean she’s burning out.”

			Trevor chooses his words carefully. “I don’t think she’s there yet, but she could be headed in that direction.” 

			“I want to show you something.” Doyle takes out his tab and plays footage from a news broadcast. The screen shows a familiar scene: the entrance to Western Psychiatric.

			“Is that…?” 

			“Melanie’s mess,” Doyle answers.

			A reporter stands in front of the hospital. LAPD, corps, and men in suits cluster around the entrance. The screen splits to reveal another crime scene. A team from the coroner’s office loads a shrouded body into the back of an ambulance.

			“That’s Gary?” Trevor asks. 

			Doyle nods. “And that’s bad news. If the media is connecting the two incidents, that means someone’s feeding them information about us.”

			“That is bad,” Trevor says.

			“Real bad.”

			The screen reverts to Western Psychiatric, where a press conference resumes. Derek Hansen, CEO of Health Net Secure, addresses the small crowd. Doyle turns up the volume and the two men stop in front of an empty hologram repair store to listen to his spiel.

			“I speak for the administration of this hospital,” Hansen begins, “and every hospital in the Health Net Secure network, when I say we will not be cowed by vigilantes who take the law into their own hands and put our employees and patients at risk.”

			“Bastard,” Doyle says. 

			“Today,” Hansen continues, “I’m pleased to announce the addition of a dozen more hospitals to our network in Southern California, news that should give those who operate outside of the law pause. You mess with one of us, you mess with all of us.” 

			A reporter shouts a question at Hansen. “What do you have to say to the accusation that conditional release is turning Health Net Secure facilities into militarized debtors’ prisons?”

			“Thank you for your question! That’s all the time we have today.”

			Polite applause from the small crowd dissipates as corps move in. Doyle shuts off the tab and puts it away.

			“Can you guess what all of these new HNS hospitals have in common?” he asks as they resume walking. 
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