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For


MICHAEL




You will hear THUNDER and remember me,


And think: she wanted STORMS. The rim


Of the sky will be the colour of hard CRIMSON,


And your heart, as it was then, will be on FIRE.


—Anna Akhmatova
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    Your words


Catch in my throat


Stick in my skin


Like sharp grains
of shattered glass


Exploded Remnants


Letting Blood


Falling Silently


Down


I don’t have to


sell my soul


He’s already in me


Can’t seem to fill the hole


He’s digging within thee


Sing my shredded song


Letting Blood


As I wait


For you


Nunc et in hora mortis nostrae.
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13 Cecilia lay motionless in the window chair under a shelf of spray-painted Catholic kitsch, a few of her ever-present apostles gathering patiently across the street. A funeral march could be heard in the distance. The somber drone of the trumpets drew near in time with the needle about to pierce her flawless skin.


“Can you feel that?” Oyo asked, muscles flexing under the coolest tattoo sleeves she’d ever seen.


Cecilia laughed. She was practically oblivious to the sharp object in her arm.


“If you can’t feel this, then I ain’t doing my job.” Oyo scowled, holding the tattoo wand above her wrist, the music outside growing louder. “Here they come.”


Cecilia glanced out the window and felt a mix of pride and alarm. Her apostles mingled with the marchers and spectators, looking for a glimpse both of her and the statue. But the boisterous crowd could just as easily give cover to would-be vandals with murderous intentions. Followed or stalked, she was never quite sure, which was a big reason she preferred to get inked before the shop even opened, in the early morning light, both for privacy and safety.


But try as she might, Cecilia’s instinct for self-preservation was unable to overcome her rebellious streak, which demanded that she park herself right in the storefront window. On display. Part tease for the faithful and part middle finger to the wicked. Mostly, however, as advertisement for Oyo, payback for his accommodation.


Cecilia sightings were rare these days, and each of her public appearances was growing larger and more intense as a result, like a sold-out festival audience waiting impatiently for the headliner to take the stage. Followers shared her movements, her location via tweets, texts, and status updates, creating a digital trail for anyone, well meaning or not. The larger the groups got, the harder it was to tell the difference between apostle and assassin.


But for the most part, her followers never approached her, they just watched or took pictures, some prayed, others threw roses and offerings they’d made for her: a WHAT WOULD CECILIA DO? tee, bone guitar picks, but mostly edgy pieces of jewelry—spiked rosaries, vintage reliquary necklaces, studded cuffs.


Another person, Cecilia considered as she reclined there watching the scene, might turn these devotees and their merchandise into a profit center. A crowd-funded sainthood. How very modern. But then again, maybe not so novel after all. What were church collection plates for but exchanging a small donation for a piece of spiritual equity? The thought made her think of Lucy and how they hadn’t been in touch for a while. Not since the investigation wrapped up.


“Our Lady of Sorrows,” Oyo murmured. The melancholy blare of the procession was a somber soundtrack to Cecilia’s pain, and her suspicion. Appropriate for a gray, rainy Good Friday morning.


“What?” Cecilia snapped, still distracted by the events outside.


“The Our Lady of Sorrows procession.”


Cecilia smiled. “A good friend of mine calls me that. Our Lady of Sorrow.”


“Is that right? Then maybe this parade is in your honor,” Oyo said, glancing down at Cecilia’s clothes.


Cecilia looked down at her outfit—vintage black minidress, capelet encrusted in tiny gold spikes around her shoulders, fishnets, and black ankle boots with gold pyramid studs—before looking out the window again.


“Well, we do match,” she said, the statue of Mary draped in black and gold coming into sight. She’d seen the march for the first time a few years earlier when she was looking for sublets in what she called Death Valley, the industrial stretch of road between Cobble Hill and Park Slope, filled with casket factories and penetrated by the milky green waters and noxious stench of the Gowanus Canal. The only canal on record to have tested positive for a sexually transmitted disease. The reason most people called it Gowanorrhea.


At the time, she’d thought the ritual march was strange and morbid. But now, she couldn’t help but find it oddly romantic. Straight out of a Fellini movie. A glass coffin carrying Jesus was trailed by a statue of Mary dressed in medieval garb and hoisted on a pedestal by what looked to be pallbearers. Women dressed in black cloaks sang mournfully in Italian as the procession snaked through Brooklyn. They weren’t singing for attention, or for money, but out of sorrow. Wailing for the woman who lost her son. Singing for all who had lost a child. Calling everyone who had lost someone. Women came out of their homes to pay tribute, some in aprons and ratty slippers, some in their Sunday best—black veils and dresses—and others in housecoats, drinking glasses of wine. All bowing their heads and making the sign of the cross as the procession passed.


It was a celebration of sadness, but it wasn’t sad. In fact, it was a collective, if not joyful, release. Couldn’t get more oppositional, more punk, than that. An annual Good Friday funeral for everyone to cry and let go. To hold one another. It was all so heart wrenching. And so beautiful. After everything that had happened, Cecilia understood it. Deep within.


A single black tear, tainted with mascara and flecks of gold liner, fell from her eye and traced her jaw line. Mourning Sebastian. Mourning her future. She knew what was coming, accepted her fate just like Sebastian had, but how and when it would come, she had no idea.


“Are you okay?” Oyo asked, handing her a black hankie.


“It doesn’t really matter, Oyo,” she said. “Whatever will be, will be.”


“It matters to me, chica,” he said.


“My life is like a game of Russian roulette. I have to wonder every morning when I wake up if this is the day I’ll die.” She paused, allowing herself a moment of vulnerability as she wiped away her tear. “Wonder if I’ll read in the paper or online somewhere that Lucy or Agnes have been killed.”


“Can I do anything?” Oyo asked. “I know a lot of people on the street who owe me favors.”


“No, this is my thing to deal with,” she confided. “I’m ready for it, whatever and whenever.”


“Just know you aren’t alone,” Oyo reminded, bringing his fingers to her chaplet and then to his lips.


“Thanks, Oyo.” Cecilia smiled. “Let’s finish this.”


“You sure?”


She nodded, preparing herself.


“Kick it up to third,” she demanded as the statue moved into position by the faithful in front of the window. She fixated on the dagger in Mary’s chest. “Bring the pain.”


Oyo revved up the wand.


Cecilia bit down on a purple towel to stifle any screams from escaping her pale lips. She peered out of the storefront, digging her heels into the deep-red vinyl-upholstered cushion until it ripped. Images of the statue intercut with flashes of Sebastian’s death, of that night, in her mind’s eye as the parade passed and her pain intensified.


Mary’s black lace veil covering her despair.


The three of them—Lucy, Cecilia, Agnes—a human shield, protecting Sebastian.


The dagger piercing Mary’s heart.


Sebastian’s body sprayed with bullets.


Mary’s black lace cloak covering her.


Their hands covering his open wounds.


Mary’s face, bursting with sorrow as she watched her only son’s lifeless body get carried away. Always behind him. Always watching him. Adoring him. The procession stopped. A few women in the march took notice of Cecilia and began to point her out in the shop window. Some, mockers she called them, spit on the ground in her direction. Others knelt right there on the street, repeatedly blessing themselves at the sight of her. She was used to it. Some believed the neighborhood gossip, the stories in the papers. That Cecilia was a saint. One of three that were chosen to prepare the way for the Second Coming. The only hope left. The last chance at redemption. Some did not. Those that did believed wholeheartedly and without doubt. The others didn’t believe at all. There was no in between. Like her music. Accepted by a few and rejected by most. The story of her life.


“Are you sure you want to fill in this heart and all the arrows? It’s right on the bone. It’s gonna hurt like hell,” Oyo said.


“Good,” she said, staring at the women. “Do it.”


Cecilia eyed the outline of the tattoo as Oyo made his way around her wrist. She reached into her gold studded bag and pulled out a glassine envelope. The kind that usually held one injectable illegal narcotic or another.


“Fill it with this,” she ordered.


Oyo shook the gray powdery contents of the bag and let them settle at the bottom.


“Ashes?” he asked. “Why do you pull this shit on me when I’m in the middle of something for you?”


“So you can’t say no.”


“Would it matter if I did?”


They both knew the answer. Oyo, holding the bag in his palm, suddenly realized that these were not just ashes, but remains.


“Have you worked with human ashes before?” she asked. “Have you done a memorial tat?”


“No, but I’m guessing that’s about to change.”


Cecilia nodded.


He took hold of her wrist and turned it from back to front, planning his work, when the bandage on her hand caught his eye. Fresh blood trickled through a clean but poorly prepared dressing on the palm side. Her warning that something was about to happen.


“Cheating on me?” He offered a sympathetic smile.


“Nah.” She smiled back. “Self-inflicted.”


“You know there are doctors in this city right?” he half-joked.


“There’s no cure for what I got.”


“So this is what it looks like?” he asked, referring to her stigmata. He’d heard about it, read about it, everyone had, but to see it in the flesh was something on a whole other level.


“Look, I know this is a lot to handle—me here, his ashes, the blood . . . ,” she began. “But this is why I came to you.”


“Can I ask you something?” he asked. “And tell me if this is too personal?”


“Shoot,” she said.


“Don’t you have to be, you know, pure, to be a saint?”


“Well, my attitude is still a virgin because I never gave a fuck.”


“You know what I’m saying, though, right?”


“Yes, I do,” she acknowledged. “It’s complicated.”


He nodded. Oyo sprinkled a pinch of the remains onto his palate and mixed it with the inks he intended to use.


“Board of Health ain’t gonna like this, CeCe.” Oyo smirked. “It’s regulation that you got to heat human cremains to a certain temp before injecting them. I could lose my license. Or worse.”


“Then don’t tell them,” she replied.


The ink master loaded up his pen with ink and ash and began to fill the elaborate piece.


Cecilia winced.


“Hold on,” he recommended.


“Pop the clutch, Oyo,” she ordered through gritted teeth, grabbing tightly onto the armrests.


The needle pierced Cecilia’s forearm over and over. Inserting Sebastian into her as she bled. She embraced the pain. It connected her to him even more. It was what was left between them. His death had changed everything, changed her, and she was ready to keep her promises.


“Looks killer, if I do say so myself,” Oyo observed proudly. “Might be my best work yet.”


Cecilia looked at the fresh ink, a gorgeous black sacred heart pierced with seven arrows. The detail was extraordinary, and the fact that it was all black made the artistry stand out even more.


“Thank you,” CeCe said softly. “It’s a masterpiece.”


It was one of a kind, fitting. And painful. She felt it, felt him, inside her. Sebastian had definitely left his mark. Not only on her flesh, her soul, her heart, but everyone on the street seemed to be mythologizing him or demonizing him. One thing was clear: He was on the tongues of many.


Oyo bandaged her wrist, and as he did, he leaned into her chair and whispered in her ear. “Pyro and his crew got what was coming to them,” he said. “The world is a better place.”


Cecilia carefully put on her leather jacket.


“People say that they see him—Sebastian—in Brooklyn,” he continued. “Hell, they see him all over the world. He’s a legend now. Chicks buildin’ shrines to him and shit.”


“From maniac to miracle worker. I read the papers. The blogs,” CeCe acknowledged somewhat resentfully. “Used to, anyway.”


“People hold vigils. Pray to him for intercession. They wonder where he’ll appear next,” Oyo said, the superstitious believer in him coming through. “I’m surprised you’re not more curious.”


Cecilia looked Oyo directly in the eye. “I don’t need to wonder. I know where he is.”


Oyo could see that he had touched a nerve. He didn’t ask her to clarify if she meant that Sebastian was in heaven, or in her heart, or even if he had appeared to her, as others had claimed. It seemed to him as if she was jealous of his apparition appearing to so many. Spiritual cheating. Oyo nodded and covered the new tattoo with a cellophane bandage. He helped her off the chair. “Have you seen the other girls?”


“No,” Cecilia said. “Not since everything went down. I see Lucy on TV sometimes, but that’s about it.”


She wanted to reach out to Agnes and Lucy, but hadn’t. She’d missed them terribly in the weeks and months since Sebastian’s death, but she felt they all had to mourn in their own way before they could come together and face what had happened—and what was happening—to them, and to the world since he left it. It was clear to her that time to reconnect was coming.


“I’m surprised,” Oyo said.


“I’ve been pretty hard to reach,” Cecilia explained, fingering the phone in her pocket. “Just this trusty pay-as-you-go flip. No laptop. No Internet unless I creep someone else’s.”


“No location functions to worry about,” Oyo deadpanned. “Off the grid.”


“Exactly.” She smiled.


“It’s all pretty fresh I guess,” Oyo commiserated. “Just a few months since—”


Cecilia interrupted.


“We just need some time. We’ll hook up when it’s right.”


She noticed her hands bleeding even more and tried to staunch it with Oyo’s hankie.


Oyo reached toward her for a hug. “Your fans miss you, Prophetista. When you gonna get your ass back on stage?”


Cecilia held up her bandaged wrist, pumped full of his ashes, her stigmata bleeding from her palms all the way down her forearm.


“Feels like the time is now.”
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3 “Agnes, wait up!”


Agnes slowed and turned her head. Her copper hair, highlighted by the sun, fell over her shoulders and draped down her hand-knit cardigan. She wore a white tank underneath with an anatomical heart outlined in black surrounded by pale cutout flowers. Her long tiered skirt gently brushed the sidewalk as she walked.


“It’s so nice out, isn’t it?” Hazel caught up to her.


“Springtime, finally,” Agnes observed.


“Makes you want to crank up some music and look for guys. Shit, I wish we had a car.”


Agnes smiled indifferently at the suggestion and stopped to notice some crocuses breaking through the cold ground—bright yellow and deep purple—outside the bakery. She looked up and saw an impressive display of vibrantly colored eggs baked into the braided Easter bread, topped off with rainbow sprinkles, in the window. In the sky, a line of threatening storm clouds appeared. “Just in time for school,” Agnes mused.


“Come on, Agnes, we can’t be late again,” Hazel said, knowing full well that Agnes would stand there all day, admiring the flowers and holiday treats and obsessing about him, if Hazel would let her. Hazel called her Saint Zombie now.


Agnes appreciated Hazel keeping her moving. She was never in a rush to get to class these days. In fact, she often wondered if her overbearing mother had put Hazel up to it. It would be just like Martha to do something like that. For Agnes, the days felt like some kind of waking dream, except for school, which was mostly a nightmare. For the most part, she’d trained herself to ignore the haters—the jokes, the stares, the rumors, the pettiness, the lies. Some girls had reputations for being virgins, but none for being saints. It was a whole other level in terms of gossip and guts.


Hazel grabbed her arm and dragged her away from the flowers.


“You can’t sit on a mushroom all day!”


“Bet you I can,” Agnes said, smiling, steeling herself.


The two girls continued, walking up the steps and into the old parochial school building, shoes and voices echoing, bouncing off the high ceilings and tiled floors. Agnes was only a few feet down the hallway when a group of boys and girls fell to their knees in mock devotion.


“Hail Agnes,” they chanted snidely.


“Really?” Hazel complained.


“I confess to almighty Agnes,” one guy said. “I’ve been thinking of you in dirty ways. On my face.”


“Well, we know that’s a lie,” Hazel said. “The thinking part gave you away.”


“And you like it,” he added. “You can’t get enough of it.”


“Don’t listen,” Agnes said, taking Hazel’s hand and pulling her toward her locker.


“I don’t know how you can take their shit every day,” Hazel whispered.


“I’m not taking it,” Agnes protested, placing her bohemian book bag inside the metal cabinet.


“I guess it’s not all bad right? With the fan mail and everything?”


“Fan mail?” Agnes asked dubiously. “You mean guys asking for pictures of my feet? Or wanting to know if they can be my first? Or worse, boil me in a pot?”


Hazel looked sympathetically at her friend. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you kinda did ask for it. All this saint stuff.”


“Like rape victims ask to be raped because of what they wear?” Agnes was incredulous. “I didn’t ask for this, Hazel.”


“But you accepted it,” Hazel said. “You can’t just expect people to pretend that nothing happened. It was everywhere. And you can’t expect people to understand it. You can’t just go back to a normal life.”


“My life was never normal.” Agnes thought about trying to explain herself, her feelings. She did accept her fate, Sebastian, wholeheartedly, but to ask brainless highschoolers to comprehend any of it would be asking too much. She didn’t expect them to. Maybe a little curiosity, but she had been blindsided by the mockery and condemnation. It was hard enough to figure everything out without all the cruelty she had to bear on top of it. “You know what? You’re right. Why should I expect anyone to believe me, to believe this, when my own mother won’t?”


“I thought that was getting better,” Hazel said, pulling a ChapStick from her bag and swiping the waxy ointment across her lips.


“It did for a minute, but now I think she’s in total denial about the whole thing.”


“What do you mean?”


“She looks at me like I’m one of those kids that was brainwashed by a cult and returned ten years later.”


“I know the face.”


“It’s the one she gives the terminal patients in the cancer ward where she volunteers,” Agnes elaborated. “Pitying. Patronizing.”


“You know how she is,” Hazel said, hoping to ease some of the Agnes’s tension. “She’s probably just angry at the people hanging around your house and everything.”


“Bullshit.”


“Okay, she’s angry about the people hanging around. And jealous.”


“So much to be jealous about, as you just saw,” Agnes sniped. “I don’t know if people want to kiss me or kill me.” Agnes caught herself. “I hate bitching like this.”


“You’ve been through a lot,” Hazel said, hugging her. “I guess it comes with the territory. You should really talk to someone.”


“Who? Who should I talk to about this? Who could possibly understand?”


For Agnes it was more than just a rhetorical question. Much more. There were so many things happening, none of which she could confide to Hazel or anyone except for Cecilia and Lucy. It was a strange, terrifying feeling. She longed to see them, wanted to know if they had similar things happening, mourn with them, talk about what they needed to do, and more importantly, commiserate about him. But, what if they didn’t feel the same things? Didn’t hear the voices calling? Didn’t feel out of body on occasion—in two places at once. It was all so crazy, and one thing she didn’t want to appear was crazy. She’d been there. She told them she’d be strong, and she was trying her best. Besides, things were happening now that hadn’t happened before, and she felt in her heart that the time for them to be together was nearing.


“There’s a plan for you, girl,” Hazel said sincerely. “Work it.” Hazel wasn’t especially deep or insightful, but these were comforting words, maybe even wise ones. Hazel was trying, and that’s all Agnes could hope for. That was the mark of a true friend. Whatever it was that Sebastian had gifted or cursed her with was hers to bear, hers to figure out.


The bell rang, announcing the start of the school day as a crack of thunder announced the storm overhead.


“I don’t want to be late, gotta bounce,” Hazel said, heading down another hallway to her class. “You know where to find me.”


Agnes waved to Hazel and waited for the hallways to empty. She walked slowly down the main corridor, turning her head toward the row of windows facing the street. The buses had pulled away, but a small crowd still lingered, buzzing in anticipation. She hoped they weren’t waiting for her. She had her own set of followers, but not in the same way Cecilia and Lucy did. Cecilia’s followers hung on her every word like a prophet, agreed with everything she said. Lucy’s followers wanted a piece of her fame, wanted to take pictures with her, be her. They had some experience with it all. Agnes, however, was new to all of this, and for her it was very much a mixed bag. It was quite exhilarating, and yet so terrifying, to have people wait for you, stare at you, adore you. Thankfully, her followers were a peaceful lot. They didn’t trail her to school or anything, they just waited patiently outside her house at a safe distance, hoping for a glimpse or the opportunity to offer her little gifts like handmade candles, oils, soaps, jeweled rosaries, mala beads, baked goods like sacred heart cookies, and ask politely for favors, prayers.


Agnes strained to see through the raindrops on the windowpane as a low-pitched brassy dirge and the roll of snare drums bled in from outdoors. She stood, transfixed, as the figure of Our Lady passed by. The same way it had just passed Cecilia. The face of the impaled statue was pained, anguished. That much was obvious to Agnes even from a distance, even through the droplets that obstructed her view.


“Mater Dolorosa.”


Agnes turned, startled by the voice behind her.


“I’m sorry?”


“Mother of Sorrows,” the woman said.


“I’m ashamed to say that I don’t . . .”


“Our Lady of Sorrow is an example of the pain and suffering we feel when we lose someone we love. She shows us that it is appropriate to mourn while never losing our faith. Our hope.”


Agnes turned back to the procession outside. She thought about Sebastian. Her loss. The loss that no one seemed to acknowledge. No sympathy, only ridicule. A tear fell from her eye as she watched the statue being carried by a group of distinguished men. Holding her up. Supporting her. Carrying her.


“Excuse me,” Agnes said, wiping the tears from her eyes.


“Is there something wrong, dear?”


“I just don’t want to be here,” Agnes said, gesturing toward the parade and the wider world outside. “The answers I’m looking for aren’t in textbooks or job fairs. They are out there.”


“No,” the sister replied. “They are in here.” She pointed to Agnes’s chest. Agnes smiled slightly.


“There’s a difference between education and vocation,” the woman noted. “Some of us do what we are trained to do, others what we are compelled to do, called to do.”


Agnes placed her hand on the damp windowpane, palm side down. The woman noticed the extravagant mourning ring—black onyx with elaborate gold detailing—on Agnes’s hand. It was beautiful on the outside, but contained something even more precious within: a single strand of Sebastian’s hair, one she found the day he was killed, matted in blood on her lambswool cowl. She put it inside the ring for safekeeping and told no one. She was astonished to see it mysteriously lengthen and grow each time she checked on it. A private relic of her own. A living piece of him. Until now. She’d noticed recently that it had stopped growing. Agnes caught the woman looking at it, then noticing her bone chaplet with sacred heart milagro. She jerked her hand down defensively, covering both items.


“Those are beautiful pieces,” the woman said.


“I got the ring from my grandmother.”


“I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


“I only started wearing it recently,” Agnes said, uncomfortable about revealing its contents. “And, the bracelet . . .” Agnes paused, not knowing exactly how to explain to a stranger.


The woman waited as the girl struggled to find the words.


Agnes looked up at her with surprise. “Wait, I know you.”


“Yes.”


“You’re the nun that was taking care of Jude on the playground last fall.”


“Sister Dorothea,” she said, offering her hand.


“How is he?” Agnes asked, grasping it gently.


“The boy is fine,” the nun advised. “I see him often.”


“What are you doing here?”


“I’m a counselor,” Sister Dorothea said.


Agnes paused. “Well, I’m sure this place keeps you pretty busy.”


The nun smiled.


“I’m here if you need me.”
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7 “I hate people,” Lucy bitched, leaving her Vinegar Hill apartment building. She dropped her shades down over her eyes as the usual suspects—gawkers, stalkers, tourists, and doomsday types—called out to her for autographs, photographs, and secrets of salvation from across the street.


Details had gotten out about the Precious Blood “incident,” spreading like hellfire, quick as the click of a mouse. Producers and bookers who’d rejected Lucy before now sought The Word from her, not for the sake of their souls, but for the sake of their ratings. It was all she ever wanted, or thought she wanted. She didn’t do parties, premieres, openings, or endorsements any longer, but she was a lifer on the invite lists. The more she refused, the more she was pursued.


Lucy was more famous than she ever could have imagined. But this was not how she pictured it.


She was struggling. Conflicted. What happened at the church was beyond imagination, but try as she might, she was not beyond bitterness. The loss of Sebastian was so senseless, the crowds that gathered to honor or even just ogle her, an unpleasant reminder. And yet her impatience with it all made her feel guilty. Survivor’s guilt. Even though deep down she knew this was all part of his plan, to die, she couldn’t help but wish he hadn’t. Selfishly. She missed him. She was committed to honoring him by fulfilling her mission. Their mission.


It was times like these that she felt him the most. In her moments of doubt and uncertainty, the very thought of him fortified her, filled her with peace and with patience. Just like in the church, he knew how to get to her. She believed in him, in his plan, and knew she would see him again. Of that she had no doubt.


Lucy stopped to look at herself in the baroque floor-to-ceiling mirror that stood in the lobby. As usual, she was dressed to the nines. She was always a stickler for fashion and now that spring had come, the off the shoulder dress, blazer, and ribbon sandals laced up her legs were just the thing to make her presence known. Like Cecilia and Agnes, Lucy felt different on the inside; but to her, the outside still mattered. Even more because now there was meaning to it. A reason. That was who she was, why she was chosen. Sebastian didn’t want her to change.


“Why are these people so close to the building?” she asked Jimmy the doorman. “I need a cab.”


“No chance this morning. There’s a—”


Just then an explosion of brass and woodwinds, prayers and lamentation thundered down the cobblestone street, overwhelming Jimmy’s reply.


Lucy reached for her ears, cutting him off. “What is that racket?”


Jimmy pointed.


She looked down the street and got her answer. “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Jimmy yelled. “The procession is coming this way.”


“What procession?”


Before he could answer, the marchers, musicians, mourners, and statues were upon them. The instruments were closer, louder now but somehow less abrasive. She looked up at the veiled statue of Mary, stabbed through its plaster chest, which seemed to pass by her in slow motion. Creeping.


It has just passed Cecilia and Agnes, and now it was her turn. Threading her in. Lucy was getting dizzy, something that had been happening more and more frequently. She tried to remember if she’d had anything to eat for breakfast and couldn’t, even though she’d only just left her apartment. She felt a sudden shift in perception. Now she was not seeing the parade, not hearing the music and prayers. Now she was experiencing it. Becoming part of it, swept up in the energy of the moment. She could see the march’s progress, all the way to its end point, even though the procession had barely moved from beyond her building.


A hand reached out and touched her. She wasn’t sure if it was real or imagined. Ordinarily, she’d pull away, especially in the middle of such chaos, but it was a familiar touch. Lucy didn’t feel threatened.


“Come,” the woman said as she walked. “For Sebastian.”


“Perpetua?” Lucy shouted.


The woman turned her head and returned to her song.


Lucy walked toward her, drawn to the procession, but Jimmy pulled her back. Smartphone cameras caught her every move.


“I can’t let you get caught up in that mess.”


“I’m already caught up in it,” Lucy admitted, struggling desperately to break free of his grasp, like an addict jonesing for a fix.


He let go.


Lucy was handed a candle and given a veil to put over her flawless face. She no longer stood out. They were all women in mourning, something she could finally do openly. She began to walk. With them.


“Miss Ambrose?” She heard a voice call out, but kept walking, gripping her candle in desperation. “Lucy?”


She turned toward the sound and found herself staring directly at the starched and stiffened white collar of a priest. Lucy shut her eyes tightly and leaned into him to make sure he was real. He led her away from the tumult, and after a moment her head cleared, candle still in hand.


“Thank you, Father,” she said sincerely. “I don’t know what came over me.”


“Do any of us?” he asked. “These are strange days.”


They walked together for a while, not talking, as onlooker after onlooker faded back. The further they walked, the more she felt his anxiety. He finally broke the swollen silence.


“Sebastian, the boy who died in the church that night . . .”


Lucy’s mood darkened.


“I’m not talking about this,” she said, unlinking her arm from his.


“Please,” he responded.


“Who are you?” she asked. “Who are you, really?”


“I am a priest,” he said. “You can trust me.”


“That’s a joke, right?”


“I am from the cult of Saint Lucy,” he said. “Part of the lineage. A devout follower. Please, believe that.”


Lucy nodded her head for him to continue.


“I understand that it must still be painful.”


“Don’t dare patronize me,” she said through clenched teeth, stopping. “Dr. Frey was cleared following the police investigation. Big surprise. He’s back upstairs at Perpetual Help running the loony bin, back to indoctrinating the next generation of psychotic assassins. Probably got a raise, a bogus title, and a dedication at some made-up award dinner. Painful, yes.”


“You misunderstand,” he said gently. “I only mean that he has fooled so many.”


Lucy recoiled.


“You make it sound like some kind of illusion. It isn’t. I can’t even walk down the street without fearing for my life, and a beautiful guy is gone.”


“Such a shame about Sebastian.”


“Spare me, Father. He doesn’t need your pity. Not now. Neither do I.”


Lucy turned away.


“Listen—”


“Are you some kind of reporter in disguise? Because I’ve said all I’m ever going to say about it to the police, and a lot of good it did.”


“At least the construction has been halted. There are people outside the church every day, demanding it be re-established . . .”


“I was inside.”


The priest took a step back, giving her a little room. He was just close enough to see tears welling in the reddened lids of her otherworldly blue eyes.


“Faith is coming alive again. The three of you have given us a chance against them. Hope.”


Lucy stopped and looked deep into his eyes, probing him. “Against who?”


“The ones who hide in plain sight. Vandals,” he whispered. “Ciphers.”


“What about them?”


“They are worried now. You three have put shame on them. You are their biggest threat. Their only obstacle. You are in their way.”


“You know most people think I’m crazy, right?”


“I know you see things,” he said. “I don’t care what skeptics say, nor should you.”


Lucy went silent. It was true. She was seeing things. Visions. Things she couldn’t explain or understand. Then she erupted.


“That’s easy for you to say, Padre,” Lucy said, frustrated. “You aren’t out here on the front lines taking shit like I do.”


“I read the accounts; I know you are not crazy,” he persisted.


“Accounts? That sounds so respectable,” Lucy rasped. “You mean the tabloids, don’t you?”


“I just want you to know that I believe you and so do many others. People you don’t even know around the world are starting to believe you. You can trust me, Lucia.”


“I’m not looking to trust anyone. I don’t need your understanding, or approval,” she said. “Sebastian is dead. Cremated. It doesn’t matter what anyone thinks.”


“Are you sure?”


“That’s he’s dead? I saw him die. We have his ashes. He was cremated.”


“He wasn’t.”


“Wasn’t what?”


“Cremated,” the priest said. “Not all of him.”


“What are you talking about?” she asked.


“I’ve heard things.”


“What things?”


“Before he was cremated, his body was . . .”


Lucy’s confusion turned to outright rage. She dropped her burning candle and backhanded the priest across the face. Cameras flashed, capturing her every move.


“You sick sonofabitch,” she railed as the bottom of her skirt started to catch fire. Cloaked women ran to her to put it out, but she remained oblivious to everything but the priest. “What about his body?”


“His heart,” he gasped, wiping the blood from his lip, trying to stay incognito before slipping away into the crowd. “It’s been taken.”
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The lights in the penthouse boardroom at Perpetual Help Hospital burned brightly long after midnight. An assembly had been called. Senator, international bank chairman, hedge fund CEO, university president, Silicon Valley entrepreneur, telecom magnate, ad agency founder. Barometers of public markets, consumption, and perception with the means and mechanisms at their disposal to shape them. Men and women with global influence and reach. Big shots. Their names and reputations widely recognized and acclaimed, but their agenda known only to one another. All the chairs around the conference table were filled. All but one. The one reserved for the media mogul, Daniel Less. Frey noted the absence and rose to speak.


“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming. Good Friday . . . night.” Dr. Frey circled the table, pouring glass after glass of fine Bordeaux into each of his seven distinguished guests’ goblets.


He raised his drink and offered a toast. “To the future.”


The others joined, but their lack of enthusiasm was obvious to him.


“Your invitation sounded urgent, Doctor,” the billionaire investor began. “I didn’t come here for a cocktail.”


“I’ve asked you here to quiet rumblings I’ve been hearing. Concerns about the rise of the three Brooklyn girls, Lucy Ambrose, Cecilia Trent, and Agnes Fremont.”


Frey’s tone was somewhat casual. It did not land well on the ears of his colleagues. Sebastian’s escape, the events at Precious Blood, and the investigation and trial that followed had caused a fracturing in their normally united front. He had not expected the meeting to become so contentious so quickly.


“Don’t soothe us like one of your patients, Doctor,” the Ivy League chancellor groused. “You have brought much unwanted attention to yourself and notoriety to the girls. Exactly the sort of thing we hoped to avoid.”


“Don’t worry, no one’s anonymity has been compromised.”


“We are expecting that you have some news to report.”


Frey returned to the head of the table and took his seat. “I do have some news.”


“About those girls, I trust. And why they are still alive?” the senator asked. “Is your strategy to lull them into a false sense of security before you act?”


Frey considered his next statement before speaking. “The girls are alive because I need them to be alive.”


“Need them?


“Yes.”


The sour faces in the room hardened further.


“Surely I don’t have to remind you of the legends?” the banker nearly shouted.


“It has taken our kind nearly two thousand years to undo the events in Bethlehem,” the tech wizard insisted.


Frey inhaled deeply. “Sebastian identified them. Empowered them. They imagine themselves the incarnation of ancient Christian saints. Martyrs.”


“Be that as it may, we are the ancestors of the brave and the powerful. Of Herod, of Pilate, of Maximus Thrax,” the ad agency executive shot back. “Of those who sent their kind to the lions, the chopping block, and the cross.”


“And they must be sent again, before things spiral out of our control,” the telecom tycoon added. “Unleash those worthless addicts, those vandals, on them as you must and let’s be done with this.”


“There is time,” Frey advised calmly.


“Time for what?” another challenged. “Once the spark is ignited, the fire spreads quickly. Remember, the so-called martyrs whose legacies they claim were born into a pagan world. It didn’t take them long to change it.”


“Yes,” the mogul concurred. “These girls herald the Parousia, The Second Coming, and we cannot afford to let that happen.”


“We will not fail again.”


“I have my reasons,” Frey said, doing little to calm the angst of those assembled.


“And I have my doubts, Doctor,” the fund manager interrupted. “They made quick work of your assassins in the bone chapel. They will be even harder to defeat the longer this goes on.”


“They are like heatseeking missiles, launched from the distant past into the present,” the senator analogized. “They must be extinguished before they hit their target and complete their mission.”


“Thank you for the history lesson,” Frey replied arrogantly. “It is most unnecessary.”


The room grew thick with tension. The banker rose and slammed his fist on the boardroom table. Frey remained calm, his eyes closed.


“They are disruptors,” the tech whiz croaked in the vernacular of his industry. “Each day that passes their reputation grows.”


“While our job becomes more difficult.”


“Billboards. Websites. Headlines. Rumors of miracles. People following them to corner bodegas, camping out in front of their homes, turning stoops to shrines, building roadside altars, genuflecting to them in the streets.”


“I would think such chaos would provide perfect cover for some sort of accident?” the banker opined. “Surely our friends in law enforcement and the media would help us manage such an occurrence.”


Frey rose and pointed at the billboard of Lucy, eyes aglow, suspended above the distant Brooklyn Queens Expressway, visible from the penthouse window. It read simply:


SEE FOR YOURSELF


“Yes, but why? Why do people follow them?” Frey questioned the group like a professor goading his students.


The gathering fell silent, unwilling to believe that Frey would ask such an obvious question. Frey answered it himself.


“Because they believe them. They believe in them.”


“How long before they realize their full power and become impossible to defeat?”


“To kill them is not to defeat them” Frey insisted. “People die. In colosseums. On crosses. Not ideas. History is proof of that.”


“You’ve framed the problem,” the Wall Street titan advised. “What is your solution, Doctor?”


“They must be rejected first. It was the mistake made at the very beginning and we’ve paid for it throughout history.”


“And how do you propose to do that?”


“This brings me to the second reason I need them alive.”


“Are we in a classroom, Doctor?”


Frey once again took his seat, looking each of his colleagues in the eye as he began his discourse.


“When the subway workers brought the chaplets of Saint Lucy, Saint Agnes, and Saint Cecilia from Europe, they brought not only antiquities, but their cults of devotion from the old world to the new. They brought their faith. An entire legacy of it.”


“And they paid a heavy price,” the advertising bigwig noted.


“Yes, but so did we. Precious Blood rose above their graves. The chapel was dedicated to their memory, the pews filled for generations, their bones revered, the chaplets enshrined. Waiting for this moment.”


“But no longer,” the ad exec concluded. “We chipped away at the culture, the so-called morality, at the congregation until it was but a shell, like so many others here and around the world. Marginalized. Brought low.”


The meeting was interrupted when the conference room door opened unexpectedly.


“But it has not been brought low,” the newcomer exclaimed abrasively, taking his seat opposite Dr. Frey’s. “Sebastian changed all of that.”


“Mr. Less, so good of you to come.” Frey welcomed him through pursed lips. “And congratulations on the quarterly earnings for the teen fashion magazine group you publish.”


“It’s my pleasure to improve the value of your stock portfolio, Alan, but don’t expect the same for next quarter.”


“The economic downturn,” Frey suggested snidely.


“No, not the economy. The climate. The cultural climate. Truckloads of subscriptions have been canceled in the New York area alone. ‘Tired of their insecurities being preyed upon’ is the feedback we’re getting.”


“Teens can be fickle,” Frey replied defensively.


“Yes, they tend to gravitate to what’s happening, and those girls are happening,” Less informed. “It is no longer just the old, the desperate, and the old-fashioned that gravitate to them.”


“Say your piece. We are listening.”


“The empowerment message they are peddling is resonating across the board, and it does not need to be merchandised and therefore cannot be co-opted.”


“Are you saying we are powerless?” The tech guru laughed. “With the assets at our disposal?”


“No, I’m saying we are losing.”


Less’s sobering analysis threw a pall of silence over the meeting. The media mogul took his seat and continued.


“The symbolism of replacing Precious Blood with a gleaming high-rise of multimillion dollar condos was perfect. The triumph of money and modernism over a bankrupt morality and outdated superstition,” Less enthused. “But now, the church has been replaced not by soaring steel and glass but by these three girls. It is revived in them.”


The Constellation Entertainment chairman was known among the group not least for his foresight. He saw the future and parlayed his independent record label, Tritone, into one of the most powerful entertainment companies in the world, crushing and then swallowing less savvy competitors in music, film, television, video, live performance, broadcasting, publishing, and new media technologies while cultivating a roster of artists and brands that read like a who’s who of contemporary pop culture. To be with him was to have the world at your disposal.
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