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				I thought of your beauty,

				and this arrow,

				Made out of a wild thought,

				is in my marrow.

				W. B. Yeats
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				Eve of Agnes

				We are forged

				Licked by fire

				Our bond

				Like iron

				Our love

				Anointed with smoke and green water

				Washed in blood

				Our skin made of thorns and stars

				Purified

				Burnished

				Branded inside

				On our hearts and minds,

				Each wound etched more deeply than the next

				Upon souls skin

				Ashes to ashes

				Dust to dust

				Donec mors ex parte?

				When all there is has ceased to be

				What still remains is

				You and me

				Eternally
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				‘Don’t touch me!’ Cecilia’s voice bounced off the white walls and tiled floors of the Perpetual Help psych ward, rattling the grimy windows. Her plea echoed loudly down the hall reaching Agnes, who was grabbing frantically at her locked door and banging on her window shouting Cecilia’s name. Completely in vain.

				‘I said, hands off,’ Cecilia demanded once again.

				‘You’re insane,’ the burley male recovery nurse said, laughing off her request and shackling her right wrist to the dirty exam table.

				‘Wow. You should’ve been a goddam detective,’ CeCe said. ‘If you haven’t noticed, we’re all mad here.’ She struggled, ripping her hospital gown. With one arm strapped to the bed, she swung blindly at the attending doctor.

				‘Calm down, bitch,’ he shouted, grabbing for her sinewy arm. His hands were large and calloused. More like a construction worker’s paw, or a hit man’s.

				‘Not much of a bedside manner you have there,’ she snapped, gathering all the saliva in her mouth that she could before spitting it in his face. She thrust her free elbow swiftly into the soft part of his throat and brought him to his knees. He gasped for breath, and his dignity, and eventually for his consciousness. ‘I hit like a bitch too, don’t I?’

				He pulled at the alarm on the wall next to him, signalling for help as he collapsed at her feet. The site of the beefy health aide struggling like that satisfied her immensely. She looked down at him and laughed.

				‘Help,’ Cecilia mocked. ‘I’ve fallen and I can’t get up. They should have gotten a chick nurse to do this job. Oh, that’s right. They did.’

				An orderly came running down the corridor, his rubber soles squeaking on the newly waxed floor, arriving within seconds of the distress call.

				‘Grab her,’ the nurse demanded hoarsely, rubbing at his sore and reddened neck. The orderly was stunned at the sight of her – one arm fastened to the bed with her legs and free arm swinging wildly. No one would have guessed she was semi-dazed from the cocktail of meds she was forced to take that morning. Cecilia stared him down and could tell he was shell-shocked at the sight of her – whether it was because of her reputation, which she was used to now, or her current state. He stood there, watching her flail like a live butterfly with its wings pinned down to a mounting board. He looked like a scared little boy drafted to do a man’s job.

				‘Come on, Billy. Do it . . . now,’ the attending said to him while picking himself off the floor.

				‘Bill . . .’ Cecilia muttered, her mind suddenly drifting a million miles away.

				‘You want to get out of here, don’t you?’ Billy asked, trying to stabilize her.

				‘Don’t you worry. I’ll get out, one way or another, even if it’s in a box,’ she said. ‘Come with?’

				The recovery nurse made it to his feet, still a little wobbly, and leaned on the bed to steady himself. He reached for a leather strap affixed to the bottom of the bed and tied one of her legs down.

				‘Aren’t we going to administer the anesthesia now?’ Billy asked out of breath, finding the sight of her so helpless unsettling.

				‘She’s not getting anesthesia. Orders from upstairs. This bitch is going old school.’ He pulled a decades-old rubber mouth bit out of the stainless-steel drawer. It was deformed from overuse and reeked of bad breath and disinfectant. Her eyes widened. Half of her body out of commission. Her fate now lay out on a rusty tray in front of her.

				‘It’s a relic,’ the nurse taunted. ‘You know what those are, right?’

				‘I’m surprised you do, dipshit,’ Cecilia snarked. ‘That’s an SAT word.’

				‘Look at you, all tied up and still talking smack,’ the nurse said. ‘Who the hell do you think you are?’

				‘I’m the worst kind of a bitch,’ she whispered. ‘I’m a bitch with nothing to lose.’

				‘Based on my experience in this room, you do have something to lose,’ he said, getting supplies from the rusty cabinet. ‘Your mind.’

				He fastened a bib around her long neck and took the rubber bit off the tray. Cecilia focused her gaze on the young orderly, looking for some piece of a soul that she could connect with, that she could reach.

				‘You don’t want to do this, Billy.’

				He swallowed hard.

				‘Don’t listen, kid. She won’t have much to say in about fifteen minutes. She’ll be left staring off into space, trapped inside that hot body. Lights out, nobody home, ya know what I mean?’ A perverse smirk washed across his face. ‘Hot but defenceless, just the way I like ’em.’

				Billy reluctantly nodded, trying to fight the sick feeling that was rumbling up from his gut.

				‘Strap her other leg down!’ his superior barked.

				Billy grabbed her thrashing leg with one hand and held it down as he scrambled to open the remaining leather strap with the other. She kept her eyes fixed on him the whole time, trying to find the human part of him, the believer, the part that she knew was in there, that he might not have even recognized himself.

				‘What the hell are you waiting for? Strap this bitch in!’ the recovery nurse ordered. ‘Now!’

				The attending affixed white pads to each side of the metal headpiece he grabbed from the stainless cabinet and placed it over her temples.

				Cecilia retreated into herself. She knew this was it. There was no use delaying the inevitable, she thought. She closed her eyes and began to talk to him. To Sebastian. She desperately recalled his face to her memory. She was completely calm, emptying her mind of fear and terror and replacing it with thoughts of him. Only him.

				As the nurse rushed out to get the doctor who would be pulling the switch, Billy took her leg that he’d been holding, and began to strap it in. It was all so final.

				‘I’m sorry,’ Billy said, buckling the strap.

				His apology fell on deaf ears. Cecilia was with Sebastian deep inside herself. Suddenly her leg got warm. And then hot. Burning hot.

				‘Shit!’ Billy said, trying to keep hold of her, while hearing the sound of his own skin sizzling.

				‘My hands!’ Billy tried his best to keep her in his grasp. He couldn’t believe what was happening, thinking it must be faulty equipment.

				Cecilia kicked out of his hold and slammed the door shut with her foot; her eyes still closed as if someone or something inside of her flipped a switch and activated her only free extremity. Billy grabbed for her leg again but she kicked him in the face, knocking him to the floor. Cecilia spit out the mouthpiece, freed her hands, and gasped for air.

				‘He was right, I do have a hot body,’ she whispered.

				Her eyes popped open and she scanned the room for a weapon but saw none. There was nothing but grimy windows slightly ajar, machinery that looked like some vintage modular synthesizers she’d fooled around with in a recording studio, a spare set of electrodes and several half gallons of conductive salt solution.

				She thought about running for the window, diving through it, setting herself free. For good. Instead she smashed the windowpane with her hand, grabbed one of the fallen shards and cut herself out of the ankle strap.

				The orderly was dazed but still reaching for one of the shards that now littered the floor before him.

				‘Don’t do it, Billy,’ she warned. ‘I don’t want to hurt you.’

				He picked up a jagged piece of glass and thrust it upward toward her. She kicked it from his hand and pinned his wrist down with her foot.

				‘Life is choices, Billy. I gave you one. You gave me none.’

				Cecilia reached over to a counter next to the table she was perched on and twisted the cap off one of the jugs. She poured it out on the floor. First one half gallon, then another, and watched the liquid pool around the orderly’s feet, nearly covering them, the cuffs of his pants as well as a large portion of the room. She flipped the door lock to keep him from running out, trapping them both inside.

				‘That’s the problem with old buildings,’ she mumbled. ‘Floors aren’t level.’

				Blood from her stigmata flowed freely down her arms, on to her smock and to the wet floor, mixing with the solution one drop at a time.

				She ripped the metal headpiece off and the pads, exposing the ends of the wires, and turned the voltage dial on the transformer to maximum and hit the switch. She felt the heat rise as the current flowed through the wire. And the mild stench of burning skin filled the room as the temperature rose around the open wounds on her hand.

				The rumble of techs grew louder as a scrum of attendants arrived at the door, peering through the tiny rectangular reinforced window and banging on it to be let in.

				Cecilia smiled at them and held the exposed wires up for them to see, taunting them. The panic in Billy’s eyes was evident to his colleagues.

				‘Back off or I turn this fucker into a sparkler,’ she demanded.

				‘What do you want?’ one attendant shouted to her, trying to talk to her through the psychotic hostage situation.

				‘Get Frey. Get him now.’

				Before she could even get the words out, the doctor stepped forward from behind the crowd, with the paperwork orders in hand. Next to the nurse.

				‘I knew it was you who would pull the switch,’ she said, his angular face framed perfectly by the window like a profile photo for the hospital web page.

				‘I was the only one who volunteered,’ he said, reaching in his lab coat for a key.

				She watched as the handle turned slowly upward at a 90-degree angle to the floor, the latch clicked and the door gradually opened.

				‘Just you!’ she barked.

				He nodded and waved the others off. Frey’s expression was impassive but the deliberateness with which he entered told her he was worried, if not frightened. Like an animal catcher approaching its unpredictable, rabid prey. He noted the hot wires and the solution slicking the floor. Billy ran out of the room as Frey entered.

				‘For a dropout, you’re quite resourceful,’ the doctor said.

				‘A lot like Sebastian. At least that’s what you once told me.’

				‘Yes. Like Sebastian,’ Frey mused. ‘He also put up quite a struggle in this room. Maybe better for you and the others if he hadn’t. Ever considered that?’

				‘Before him I was flat on my back. On a stretcher. Downstairs.’

				‘And now you are upstairs.’

				The doctor’s condescending look – one she’d seen before – was galling.

				‘At least I’m moving in the right direction. Like him. Like Lucy.’

				‘Sebastian is dust. And Lucy is a statue now. Calcified stone. Cold and lifeless. Encased in glass,’ Frey opined. ‘It doesn’t have to be the same fate for you and your girlfriend Agnes down the hall.’

				‘Right, just as long as I let you fry my memory and rip my soul from me,’ Cecilia laughed derisively holding the wires near her temple. ‘I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees.’

				‘What a noble quote to use at such a time,’ Frey said. ‘Cecilia, haven’t you had enough? Let this nonsense go. Renounce it. You can get out of here. I’ll even testify at your trial.’

				‘A deal with the devil? How trite, even for a prick like you.’

				‘Just an observation, my dear. You haven’t got many friends. Is it a good idea to alienate the one person who can help you?’

				‘I’m always amazed at how you manage the balancing act of doctor and demon,’ she scoffed. ‘You disgust me but the fact that you’ve fooled so many people for so long is quite the accomplishment.’

				‘We’re all frauds, Cecilia, in one way or another, aren’t we?’ he rejoined. ‘The essence of performance. Pretending. All of us.’

				‘How long are you planning to keep me here?’

				‘Well, the court said I can keep you here as long as it takes. You’re an accused murderer after all.’

				‘I didn’t kill that kid and you know it.’

				‘That’s not what Captain Murphy thinks. Or the prosecutor.’

				‘That was your letter opener sticking out of his chest.’

				‘With your fingerprints on it.’ Frey reminded her.

				‘You’re a goddamned liar.’

				‘There were witnesses who saw you barge into the hospital and my office. Murphy himself overheard you threatening him in front of New Life the night Jesse was, ah, injured.’

				Cecilia remained silent.

				‘You’re a danger to yourself and others,’ he said. ‘You’re delusional. Diagnosed.’

				‘By you.’

				‘You’re lucky. They placed you with the best psychiatric care in the city.’

				Frey produced a tight, mocking smile.

				‘So I’m getting out of here never,’ she spat.

				‘That depends on you,’ Frey said. ‘Besides, the alternative is a lot less . . . pleasant.’

				‘Depends which alternative you mean,’ Cecilia replied coldly. ‘Jail or . . .’

				Frey sensed a renewed tension in the girl. He stepped closer, bringing the tips of his shoes in contact with the liquid. She leaned over and lowered her arms and the live wires to within a hair of the floor.

				‘Are you testing me?’

				Frey stood, silent. She let both her legs drape down from the table letting her feet hang nearly but not quite skimming the floor, about to step down. She held the wires out in front of her delicately as if about to drop them at any second.

				‘Suicide?’ he said sceptically.

				‘No, murder. You’re coming with me.’

				Cecilia looked at the doctor, waiting for his next move, and was surprised at what she saw behind him.

				It was Jude. He was standing right there in the doorway. Shaking his head no. He pointed straight behind her. At the window. Cecilia sat back up and turned towards it. Suddenly she heard the faintest sounds coming up from the street below. Her name. Chanted. Frey remained still unsure of what she might do next. She leaned over towards the window and saw a small crowd gathered below. At the main entrance of the hospital. Just a few people. Holding signs and candles. Singing. Speaking her name. She paused for a second, smiled at Jude. He smiled back. She looked outside again and there he was. Outside with the others, singing.

				Cecilia turned off the transformer and dropped the wires on the table. Surrendering herself. A group of orderlies rushed in sensing their opportunity and grabbed her, pulling her towards the doorway. Frey walked to the window and spied the scene below, momentarily disconcerted.

				‘It’s inevitable,’ he said, as much to himself as to her. ‘Stop fighting. You can’t stop this, Cecilia.’

				‘They can,’ she said pointing at the window. ‘They will.’
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				Agnes pressed her face against the glass in the door window so hard she could barely get air. Her breath visible before her, fogging out her view until she sucked it back in again. The sounds of struggle coming from down the hall were disturbing enough but it was the eerie silence that followed that Agnes really feared.

				She could just barely see Cecilia approaching, surrounded as she was by a pack of goons in scrubs. Not actually walking but being half carried down the hall toward her, her newly shorn locks barely moving as her chin hung almost lifelessly to her chest.

				‘Cecilia!’ Agnes banged on the door and screamed to her motionless friend, distraught. Her worst fear realized – Cecilia was a shell. Gone.

				Agnes broke down in tears, wetting strands of her long copper hair, still banging on the window, hoping this was a bad dream. As Cecilia passed Agnes’s room, doing the Thorazine shuffle, she lifted her chin slightly from her chest and opened one eye. She paused and looked at Agnes. Agnes was paralyzed. Subtly, Cecilia cracked her most sinister I’m just fucking with you smile and winked before dropping her back head down. Agnes exhaled, momentarily relieved, tears of relief mixing with the ones of sorrow. She sat down on her cot and felt the springs push up into her backside through the cotton covering that they called a mattress. She stared at the shiny white walls and milky tiled floor and swore she could almost see herself in them. Just as she’d seen herself in the glass of Lucy’s encasement in the chapel. But this time it was not so much a reflection of herself but more of a ghost of herself. And she wasn’t even dead. Not yet at least. She laughed a little at the thought before bursting back into tears.

				She cried for Sebastian and Lucy. For herself and Cecilia. They were caged. Imprisoned. Via different protocols but nonetheless under Dr Frey’s total control. At his mercy, which was something he had none of. Just as he’d planned. Just as he’d arranged. She began to wonder if the whole thing hadn’t been orchestrated from the start. The attacks clearly had been. Finn’s suicide. Of those she had no doubt. But what about the rest of it, she wondered. Sebastian’s ‘escape’. The ‘chance’ meeting at Precious Blood. Even Jude and Sister Dorothea were feeling more like breadcrumbs than people, like cheese for a trap the doctor had set long before the mice had arrived. Paranoia was setting in and it was hard for her to tell if it was real or induced by the meds she was being force-fed.

				And then there was Jesse. Languishing in a hospital bed down the hall in the next ward. In a light coma, Frey had told his parents and the newspapers. And as far as Agnes was concerned, he planned to keep it that way, judging from the snide whispers among the nurses about Jesse’s long-term ‘treatment’ plan. A sudden turn of her door handle interrupted her internal monologue.

				‘You have a visitor,’ the floor nurse advised.

				Agnes stared at her blankly.

				‘Who?’ she whispered suspiciously, looking past the sour-pussed woman for a few of Frey’s minions.

				‘Who else? The only person who ever comes to visit you,’ the nurse advised snidely. ‘Your mother.’

				‘You mean the only person allowed to visit me,’ Agnes challenged.

				‘Are you coming or not?’

				Agnes exhaled and stood slowly, her joints aching much too much for a person her age, and she dragged towards the doorway, her feet sliding slightly in the hospital-issued slippers she wore. The nurse led her to a familiar spot down the hall to two empty chairs. Both positioned right outside of Dr Frey’s office. His door was cracked and she could see him busily juggling phone calls and shuffling files, seemingly unaware of her presence.

				Agnes sat and stared straight down the hallway towards the reception area and watched her mother enter and approach. Appearing bigger and bigger as she got closer and closer. Like a monster from a horror movie. Martha appeared harried to her. Bothered. As usual. There was nothing calming about her gait or her greeting.

				‘What on earth was that commotion about?’ Martha complained. ‘They had me waiting in reception forever like some kind of pharmaceutical salesperson.’

				Martha ducked her head into Frey’s office and smiled. Frey stopped what he was doing, hit the mute button on his phone and acknowledged her. ‘Mrs Fremont.’

				Martha beamed as if she’d just seen a celebrity in her local restaurant.

				Agnes was disgusted at the cosiness between the two of them. ‘Nice to see you too, Mother.’

				Martha fiddled with her purse, straightened her skirt and jacket and sat down, legs crossed at the ankles.

				‘I hope it wasn’t you causing trouble,’ Martha chided.

				‘It was Cecilia,’ Agnes said, knowing full well what to expect in reply.

				‘I should have known,’ Martha said tersely.

				Agnes found herself looking back through the doctor’s office door nervously like a convict’s lawyer worried about being overheard.

				‘You have to get me out of here,’ Agnes growled, reaching for her mom and digging her nails into Martha’s wrists.

				‘Agnes!’ Martha shouted, attracting stares from the floor nurse at the desk down the hall. ‘This is not like you.’

				‘No, Mother. I’m not myself at all. That’s just the point. Not with the shit they’re pumping into me every day.’

				‘Agnes,’ Martha whispered in the most sympathetic tone she could muster.

				‘Something’s gotten a hold of you. You can’t see it but you will. With therapy, medication and Dr Frey’s help you’ll be as good . . . as new.’

				‘Fuck him,’ she spat. ‘He’s the reason why I’m here. And you.’

				‘Quiet!’ Martha reprimanded. ‘Don’t you think he can hear you?’

				‘Oh, I’m sure he can. Why do you think we meet outside of his office?’

				Martha pulled away from Agnes’s grasp and noted the small scar that remained from her suicide attempt.

				‘I hope you’re not getting paranoid again,’ Martha said, the judgmental tone in her voice not even thinly disguised. ‘Who knows? Maybe this is you now. Maybe I’ve been blind. All this started with your trip to the ER.’

				Agnes was ready to unleash when the nurse’s voice blared over Frey’s speakerphone and spilled out the office door.

				‘Dr Frey,’ the nurse said. ‘Daniel Less for you. Line 1.’

				Martha was way too pressed for Agnes’s liking. They both heard Frey stand and walk towards the door. He smiled at both of them and closed it.

				‘Daniel Less? Friends in such high places,’ Martha whispered giddily. ‘You should be happy, Agnes. I’ve got you with the best there is.’

				‘You’re fangirling a psychopath,’ Agnes said under her breath.

				‘What’s that?’ her mother asked.

				‘I’m getting tired, Mother.’ Agnes knew this visit was going nowhere and sought to cut it short.

				‘Just as well,’ Martha said, fidgeting once again for her phone. ‘I’m already running behind thanks to that stunt your friend pulled.’

				‘Oh you mean that fighting not to have her brain fried and her body shocked into torturous spasms? Having her soul ripped out? That stunt?’

				‘She’s an accused criminal. A murderer. She killed Finn, for God’s sake. No matter what you said he tried to do to you, no one is a judge and jury.’

				Agnes glowered at her, chaffing at her hypocrisy. ‘Except for you, isn’t that true, Mother? And Frey.’

				‘Stop resisting, Agnes. You have to let go of these delusions if you’re ever going to be well.’

				‘Why can’t you understand that I’m perfectly well,’ Agnes shouted in frustration.

				‘Mentally ill people never think they’re sick, Agnes.’

				‘Is that what Dr Frey told you?’

				Martha was dismissive of the jibe. ‘Remember, they didn’t build that ECT room just for Cecilia. If this keeps up you might find yourself there.’

				‘Are you threatening me?’

				‘I just don’t know what I ever did to deserve this. I’m trying to help!’

				‘That’s the problem. You don’t know what you ever did. Well, all you have to do is just get me out of here!’

				Agnes turned away from her.

				‘I don’t want to fight, Agnes. But I’m not signing any papers until I have my daughter back.’

				Agnes’s frustration had reached the breaking point. ‘Can you at least do me one small favour before you go?’

				‘That depends,’ Martha answered in tough love mode.

				‘Walk me to Jesse’s room. They won’t stop me if I’m with you.’

				Martha looked at her intensely, considering her daughter’s request. Agnes saw some sympathy in her mother’s eyes for the first time in a long time.

				‘Well, OK, I don’t see what harm it can do.’

				Martha escorted Agnes to the other side of the ward where Jesse was recovering, the floor nurse eyeing them each step of the way. They entered and Agnes left Martha in the doorway as she approached him. Gone was the battery of life-saving machinery she’d seen attached to him following the savage attack. What remained was a single IV stand dangling a bag of salt solution to keep him hydrated and a bag of sedative.

				‘Such a tragedy. A young man doomed to life as a vegetable,’ Martha said, as she looked on impatiently at the unconscious young man in the bed. ‘All self-inflicted.’

				She heard her mother’s comments, knowing they were meant for her, but didn’t listen. Agnes stood by his bedside and brought her hand to his forehead, pushed aside his hair and brushed the tips of her fingers along his cheeks. He was thin and pale, but warm. Breathing. His hands were clasped, resting on his chest. She grabbed them gently and entangled them with hers. She brought her mouth to his ear as her copper hair fell about him, blanketing both their faces, hiding them. ‘Wake up, Jesse,’ she whispered. ‘Please wake up.’ She began to weep. ‘We need you now. We need you so badly.’

				Martha was uncomfortable witnessing such a scene, starring her daughter.

				‘All right, Agnes. There’s nothing you or anyone can do for him and I’ve really got to go.’ Martha coached Agnes up to a standing position slowly and, as she did, she saw Jesse’s finger move ever so slightly. Agnes saw it too.

				‘Mother?’ Agnes said.

				Martha was silent for a moment. ‘Agnes, don’t do this to yourself,’ she said, brushing over what they both just saw.

				‘You saw his finger move,’ Agnes said. ‘I know you did.’

				‘That sometimes happens, I guess,’ Martha said.

				‘You guess?’ Agnes asked. ‘You saw it with your own two eyes.’

				‘Reflexes, Agnes,’ Martha said. ‘Why do you always have to go . . . there?’

				‘Where?’ Agnes asked. ‘To hope?’

				Martha ignored the slight. ‘I have to go. I’ll never get out of here. I have to fight through that crowd down there. Ugh, it’s going to set me back even further.’

				‘What crowd?’

				‘Jesus, I’m surprised you can’t hear them from up here. The same idiots that were hanging around our house. Praying. Carrying signs. Yelling at passersby. Blocking the entrance. I think even Hazel was down there.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Trying to get you and your partner in crime out of here. Lot of good it will do them. They should throw the bunch of them in jail if you ask me.’

				Agnes smiled a knowing smile as the first ray of hope crossed her face since she’d been admitted.

				‘I’m ready to go back to my room.’

				‘OK sweetheart,’ Martha said, leaning in just far enough for an air hug as they parted ways. ‘Will you be all right?’

				‘I’m going to be just fine now, Mother.’

				The Pope prayed, on his knees, elbows positioned on the kneeler armrest, eyes shut tight, one hand gently fingering his brow, the other a rosary. Except today he prayed even more fervently. He prayed for guidance and for strength. He prayed for calm in the face of the visitor he was expecting momentarily.

				Some footsteps and then a quiet voice alerted him. ‘Holy Father, he is here.’

				The Pope concluded his prayers with a faint amen and nodded to the young attendant. He rose to greet, if not welcome, his guest, the weight of his office showing in the weariness of his expression. The former Cardinal DeCarlo, pale and weakened from confinement in his quarters, entered the cavernous room and approached the Pope slowly, trailed by two Swiss Guardsmen. He appeared to the Pope to be extraordinarily frail and spent, as if he was beginning to wither now that his nefarious purpose had been revealed.

				DeCarlo stopped a few feet from the Pope. The two men, once friends and colleagues, eyed each other suspiciously. The Pope waved off the soldiers.

				‘Leave us please.’

				The Swiss Guard departed.

				The intense silence between them was not empty or even awkward, but preparatory. After a while, DeCarlo spoke, a note of defiance and sarcasm in his voice. ‘I thought when the soldiers came for me, they would be bringing me to one of your newly minted exorcists.’

				‘You’re defrocked, confined to your quarters and without authority any longer. The evil within you cannot spread. I am satisfied.’

				‘Yes, Vincenzo. Complete authority is now with you. I should know, pezzanovante. I made sure of it.’

				The Pope bristled at the visitor’s insulting informality. DeCarlo did not address him with either the formal titles or endearing ones to which he had become accustomed but with his given name, signalling his contempt for the man whose papacy he’d once fought for.

				‘Mi ricordo,’ the Pope replied in Italian, acknowledging DeCarlo’s efforts on his behalf as a fact well known to them both. ‘What has turned you against me? Against God?’

				‘Against God? That is quite a presumption.’

				‘You were my closest advisor, my friend, and you betrayed me. I trusted you.’

				‘And I trusted you. And you betrayed me. And your office. And the Church,’ DeCarlo railed, his voice echoing off the marble floors up to the vaulted ceiling.

				‘You are mad.’

				‘I am mad? You elevate trash to the Throne of Heaven and you accuse me of insanity? It is you who eviscerate our traditions, cede the authority conferred upon us by celebrating the unworthy, making sinners of saints, hallowed of the hell-bound.’

				‘You consorted with our enemies, those who would undermine us,’ the Pope chastised. ‘Who would turn the people against hope, against faith.’

				‘I think we’ve done a good enough job of that on our own, Vincenzo.’

				‘Institutions are run by people, DeCarlo. Good and bad.’

				‘It is a matter of opinion, is it not, my one-time friend?’

				‘Those that do evil are punished and do not tarnish the good that is also done.’

				‘I do not need to justify myself to you. The world is ever changing and so too must traditions. These girls bring a new and powerful message, heard by those who’ve stopped listening to us, whether you choose to accept it or not.’

				The Cardinal raised a finger, wagging it disrespectfully in the pontiff’s face. ‘What you refuse to accept is that they are not here to help you. They are here to replace you!’

				‘If that is His will, so be it.’

				‘God works in mysterious ways, is that it, Vincenzo?’ DeCarlo queried. ‘It is precisely because we have forsaken our traditions, lowered our standards, sought to be loved rather than respected, that abusers of all sorts occur.’

				‘You mean feared, don’t you? If it was up to you, our respect would be found at the end of a hot poker.’

				‘Yes. Right where it has always been.’

				‘Thank the Lord it is not up to you any longer,’ the Pope retorted. ‘You are a man of the past, DeCarlo.’

				‘Past is prologue, Vincenzo. Now if it’s all the same to you, I’ll return to my room now.’

				‘You may have immunity from the law of this world, but you are not immune from Final Judgment.’

				‘Nor are you, Holy Father.’

				‘The Lord will judge. Not you.’

				DeCarlo’s gaze hardened and the eyes appeared to be nearly set ablaze with anger, burning like the last bits of flame shooting out from a log just before it dies.

				‘The doctor did us a favour. He identified these charlatans. These pretenders,’ DeCarlo fumed. ‘I was only doing my job. I should be praised. Sainted!’

				‘Doing your job? The excuse of every scoundrel!’ the Pope replied with anger of his own. ‘You misinterpret all we are and stand for. And now a girl is dead.’

				‘Not by my hand. By her own,’ DeCarlo declared without apology.

				‘More excuses,’ the Holy Father said.

				‘On the positive side,’ DeCarlo wheezed snidely, ‘at least you have a new saint to worship.’

				‘Leave me!’ the Pope commanded. ‘I won’t see you again.’

				‘As you wish.’

				As DeCarlo turned towards the enormous double doors in the back of the Papal quarters, the Pope called back to him.

				‘Is there anything else you can tell me about the situation in New York?’

				‘No, but I do know this. You should be prepared to make two more saints.’
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				Jude looked on silently at Cecilia who was inhaling deeply on the cancer stick dangling loosely from her pale lips, dripping with a cold sweat and doubt. He sat nearby, his eyes never leaving her. Like a little guardian angel, a piece of Sebastian.

				‘People come and go. Some are cigarette breaks,’ she said, blowing a smoke ring in the air. ‘Others . . .’ She took the tip of her cigarette and poked through the smoke ring violently breaking it up. ‘Others are forest fires.’

				Cecilia didn’t look back at Jude. She knew he understood, more importantly, she knew he was there. Just as she never looked back at the bodyguards who protected her at shows or high profile events. She didn’t need to. Ever vigilant. Jude, she knew, even with her eyes closed, was there and would always be.

				She had the look of a convict who’d just escaped the hangman’s noose. But like all executioners, she thought, they would try again. All she’d bought for herself was temporary reprieve, not freedom. Freedom, the more she thought about it, might actually be death. Would Lucy stand being there for five minutes she wondered? It was an upsetting thought for Cecilia, but maybe, she thought, Lucy was the lucky one.

				She continued to stare pensively out the large, dirty windows of the penthouse to the world beyond, chain-smoking. There wasn’t much else to do in the looney lounge as it was called. Not very politically correct terminology, but it definitely fitted. Cecilia, Agnes and Jude weren’t officially kept segregated from the other patients, but they didn’t need to be. Interaction was pretty unlikely, and pointless, in Cecilia’s case, except to exchange small pleasantries or cigarettes. In fact, to her surprise, they weren’t kept apart from each other either.

				She would have thought that Frey would worry about them plotting or planning their escape or even just commiserating, but she’d guessed he was much too arrogantly overconfident for that. He’d brought them there. And there they would stay. Warehoused. Sequestered. Away from their Apostles. Their lives. In an earthly limbo, which right now, felt to her worse than any hell she could imagine. This was Frey’s plan apparently and he’d worked it to perfection.

				Cecilia heard the sound of muffled, paper-covered footsteps falling just behind her. She didn’t look. She knew who it was.

				‘Hey,’ she said, between drags.

				‘Hey,’ Agnes whispered back.

				‘You OK?’

				‘Sort of. You?’

				Cecilia reached out her hand, still without turning. Eyes fixed on the windowpane. Agnes grasped it and sat down next to her.

				‘Don’t worry about me, Agnes. These bastards aren’t going to break me.’

				Agnes wasn’t able to put on as brave a front as her soul sister. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath, sweeping back her long, greasy copper fishtail braid off her shoulder.

				‘I just don’t know how much longer I can stand it, CeCe. I feel like I’m waiting around for my head to be chopped off or something.’

				‘Yeah, it is a kind of terrorism. Teasing you by threatening your sanity or your life. Scaring you into submission. Compliance. Same with the meds and ECT,’ Cecilia said, looking up and flipping off the omnipresent camera lens mounted in each corner of the lounge. ‘Well, fuck that. And fuck you, Doctor.’

				‘Aren’t you afraid?’ Agnes asked, almost embarrassed, voicing the one thing Sebastian had expressly warned them against.

				‘No,’ Cecilia said. ‘Only the unknown can make you afraid and I’m pretty sure I know how this story is gonna end. For better or worse.’

				‘How do we rewrite it?’ Agnes anguished.

				‘I don’t think we can, or should, Agnes.’

				‘We’re kind of at his mercy here. Who knows what he’s really planning.’

				Cecilia lowered her finger and her head and turned to make eye contact. She laughed a scornful laugh. ‘Yeah that’s exactly right. Look at what happened to Lucy.’ She paused. ‘Mercy? What mercy? And as for his plan? This is the plan. The game.’

				Agnes was sceptical. To her, it just didn’t seem elaborate or sadistic enough for Frey. ‘What? Keeping us here worrying? Smoking?’

				‘It’s a kind of death, don’t you see, but without actually dying. Removing us from the world. From its consciousness. People are sheep. Without leadership, they’ll stray. Forget, Agnes. That’s what he’s betting on.’

				Agnes considered what CeCe said carefully and came to a conclusion of her own. ‘It’s more than that.’

				‘What?’

				‘Rejection.’

				‘Very high school, but very true,’ CeCe said, matter-of-factly, her eyes widening. ‘He’s not stupid enough to really think he can talk it out of us after all that’s happened. After Lucy. After . . . Sebastian.’

				‘Life is high school after all, isn’t it?’ Agnes asked rhetorically.

				Cecilia continued to muse, not really responding but more thinking it through out loud. Thinking about why she dropped out to come to New York and try to make it in music in the first place. The sort of emotional vertigo that comes with being misunderstood. A misfit in your own hometown. In your own mind.

				‘It’s at the core of every fear. In high school, on stage, in life,’ CeCe mumbled, almost trying to convince herself.

				‘In love,’ Agnes agreed, citing the one thing that mattered most to her. ‘That’s what there is to be afraid of, CeCe. It’s all about rejection.’

				‘The more accepted we are, the stronger. The more dangerous to Frey.’

				‘Yes. We can’t forget it. We can’t falter, Cecilia.’

				Jude walked over to them in a sign of solidarity. Cecilia picked up her head and smiled at him wanly, then turned it to process her grim, colourless surroundings.

				‘I don’t know anymore. What kind of game is it when you have to die to win?’

				Agnes sensed despair in her tone, a note she wasn’t used to hearing from the rough and tumble rocker.

				‘You know, rejection isn’t just about others rejecting us. It’s about rejecting ourselves. I think that’s what this is really all about.’

				Cecilia snuffed out a butt on the tiled floor and lit another, exhaling as much of the smoke out of her lungs as she could. She waved her hand quickly in front of her face, fanning the fumes away from Jude.

				‘You keep believing that, Agnes, but…’ she cooed, taking Jude’s sweet face in her nicotine-stained hands. I’m not so sure it’s even about us anymore.’

				‘Then who? What?’

				‘The future,’ she said, pointing out the window towards the chanting crowd and then gently kissing Jude on the cheek.

				The mental and emotional exhaustion on both CeCe’s face and in her words was obvious to Agnes. He might not have been able to shock the fight out of her but Frey was getting to her nonetheless. She was in a funk for sure, dispirited. And who could blame her, Agnes thought. Agnes could feel the nurses moving closer, silently warning the three of them to split up.

				‘OK, break it up. Party’s over,’ one nurse ordered.

				Cecilia and Agnes complied, not from fear of the consequences they might suffer but to shield Jude from any more unnecessary pain or punishment. They’d almost gotten used to the inhumanity they faced each day, from forced druggings and solitary confinement to strip searches and straightjackets, but he was just a child and needed whatever little protection they could provide. Some days that meant not making things worse. Cece ran her hands through his hair gently and Agnes nodded towards his room. The boy blinked, signalling he understood, and left.

				The girls exchanged a few final comments in whispers as the nurses looked on impatiently.

				‘My mother said the papers are reporting some gossip that Daniel Less is trying to get you out of here.’

				‘Yeah? Well, whatever,’ CeCe said, wiping the ash from her pant leg and forcing her lean frame upright. ‘I’m not leaving here without you.’

				Agnes turned atypically stern and took Cecilia by the shoulders, startling both her and the boy, almost holding her up. It was a steely side of the free-spirited girl that rarely showed itself. ‘If you get a chance to get out of here,’ Agnes insisted. ‘You take it. Do you hear me?’

				Cecilia stared hard into Agnes’s eyes. ‘Do you know what you are?’ Cecilia said sweetly.

				‘I’m not sure I want to know,’ Agnes said with a smile, bracing herself.

				‘You are an unframed masterpiece.’

				Agnes was flattered but suddenly saddened, thinking of Lucy. If ever there was a masterpiece it was her.

				‘I think that’s what the chapel is for,’ Agnes said. ‘Framing. Do you know what I mean?’

				‘I do,’ CeCe said.

				‘I meant it, Cecilia. If you get a chance to go, you go.’

				‘Not without you.’ The determined look in Cecilia’s eyes told Agnes she meant it.

				‘You can do more good on the outside.’

				‘Outside will take care of itself, Agnes,’ Cecilia said, removing Agnes’s hands and placing one hand on Agnes’s heart. ‘It’s what’s inside that matters.’

				Sister Dorothea approached the front desk of the Perpetual Help psych ward as she always did, with extreme caution and suspicion. The well-lit but tiny foyer was not welcoming and not really suited to visitors. It seemed to her this might be intentional. If not entirely discouraging loved ones from visiting, making it as uncomfortable as possible. The trend in psychiatric care was clearly away from that kind of sterile environment, especially when it came to treating children with mental health issues, but there was no arguing with Frey’s reputation and success rate, so little fuss was made about the general unpleasantness.

				‘I’m here to see Jude,’ the sister announced.

				The desk clerk pretended not to know exactly why the nun was there and went through the formal ‘just a moment’ perfunctory platitudes and buzzed the floor nurse in the back of the ward. It was taking longer than usual to reject her request, which the nun found disconcerting.

				‘Is there a problem?’ she asked.

				The response the nun expected came back to her. It was the same each day.

				‘No, I’m sorry but Jude is in session right now and is not allowed visitors.’

				‘Can I just leave this bag of treats for him with you?’ the nun asked politely.

				‘I can’t accept gifts for patients.’

				The no-nonsense look in the nurse’s eyes told Sister that sympathy was not this nurse’s specialty.

				‘Groundhog Day,’ the nun mumbled sarcastically, to a blankly indifferent stare from the desk. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow. You can count on that. Bless you.’

				The nun felt as if she’d entered some sort of real life Twilight Zone. The same questions asked, the same responses given as if it was the first time. Neither acknowledged the redundancy, preferring to play the game by the rules. The visit ostensibly had accomplished little, just as her previous visits had. Though she might not have gotten to see the boy, she was quietly putting Frey and his psych ward minions on notice that someone was watching.

				As she turned to leave, she spied the boy at the end of the hall being ushered into Frey’s office. He walked slowly, staring straight ahead, frowning. Whatever joy there had been in his childhood, and there was precious little she knew, was gone or had been taken by Frey. Jude looked up and down the hallway towards her as if he could sense her presence. Their eyes met and his lips curled into a smile, a sign she felt, to let her know that he was OK. It was all the nun could do to hold back her tears. Seeing him standing there, so helpless, so alone. But the smile spoke volumes. It spoke the words he could not. Or would not. She only hoped it might soften the doctor’s black heart as Jude disappeared inside the office. But that would be a miracle and they were in short supply, she reckoned, in this literally godforsaken place.

				Frey was buzzed over the intercom from reception, notifying him that the nun was departing. He walked over to his door and looked out towards her as she walked away, closed his door and returned to his chair behind his desk, and stood behind it.

				‘Good morning, Jude.’

				The child was his usual silent and unresponsive self. Frey pulled the shades on his office windows, allowing the sun to shine through, nearly blinding the boy. It wasn’t exactly the hot lights interrogation depicted in noir detective film squad rooms but it was close enough. Jude could barely make out the doctor’s silhouette in the glare.

				‘Such a lovely day, isn’t it, Jude?’ Frey observed snidely, as the squinting boy remained impassive and motionless. ‘The sun is out. Children are outside playing. Roaming free. Where you should be, son, don’t you think?’

				If he was tempted, Jude didn’t show any sign of it. He remained stoic.

				‘I hope you weren’t too upset by the commotion Cecilia caused on the ward earlier. She’s a rebellious one.’

				Jude sensed that the doctor referenced the incident not to reassure him, but to remind him.

				‘You, young man, seem to me to be far more rational than either of your friends. Wise beyond your years.’

				Jude was unmoved by the doctor’s flattery.

				‘Do you know why you are here? Why all of you are here?’

				Jude slowly turned his head from side to side.
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