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For Peter Rogers, Robert Dunkel, Liz Clow, and Gerry Clow
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Source completes the Revelations Trilogy, and it is only now in 2021 that I can identify the people who most inspired this journey:

Peter Rogers is the author of A Painter’s Quest: Art as a Way of Revelation, which inspired me to create Armando Pierleoni, a psychopathic abuser and promising painter. In this trilogy, he accomplished a total alchemical transmutation and became a revelatory painter.

Robert Dunkel is a brilliant student of Catholicism who decided to not become a priest in his youth, and he eventually studied with me at Lily Dale Spiritual Center. We knew we were in the same soul group, and he began assisting me. The background research for these books was daunting, and without Robert’s gentle prodding to get it exactly right, this trilogy could not have been finished.

Liz Clow, my daughter, is the illustrator for this trilogy. Readers have been enjoying her beautiful artwork, yet there is more. She played a central role with the emergence of Armando the painter because when he first came forth, Liz said, “No matter what, Mom, make Armando as bad as you can.” Now I see how right she was! I believe that deeply tortured souls on this planet are the ones who can achieve profound alchemical transmutations. There are no limits when we stretch ourselves.

As for Gerry Clow, my husband and lifelong guide, I could not have made it without your love and artistic and healing support. Writing fiction has always been my deepest desire, and I could not have made it without you.

This trilogy has been a long and challenging journey, and my developmental editor, Meghan MacLean, made significant creative contributions. Thank you! And thank you, Ehud Sperling and Jon Graham, for believing in me when I sometimes didn’t believe in myself. And, as always, all you Bears in editorial, design, and publicity, you were and are incredible!
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“A fascinating story. To shift us more fully into the Aquarian Age, Barbara Hand Clow weaves her multidimensional, astrological, and star-consciousness wisdom into a modern allegory filled with intrigue, interesting characters and concepts, and the irresistible lushness of Italian culture, history, and art. As part of humanity learning to free ourselves from the suffering we created in the Piscean Age, we are given glimpses of the heart-based, higher frequency world we are here once again to birth.”

JUDITH CORVIN-BLACKBURN, LCSW, DMIN, AUTHOR OF ACTIVATING YOUR 5D FREQUENCY

“Barbara Hand Clow began adapting her lifetime of research in the fields of astrology, science, religion, and multidimensional reality into fiction a few years ago when she wrote the first volume of her Revelations trilogy. This third and final book, Revelations from the Source, brings all of her work together in a breathtaking way. The characters embody the archetypes of humanity interfacing with the world’s current events through a sensual, multisensory, and multidimensional lens on a backdrop of Tuscany and Rome. This final story is profound in its implications while taking the reader on a page-turning ride the entire time.”

REGINA MEREDITH, HOST OF OPEN MINDS ON GAIA

“In each of her excellent books Barbara skillfully blends archaeology, authentic spiritual awareness, rich astrological insights, and remarkable prophetic vision. And as a writer of fiction she spices her exciting stories with wit, steamy romance, and a penetrating critique of contemporary global politics. With a big heart she packs a powerful punch with a vitally important message for our times.”

MARTIN GRAY, AUTHOR OF SACRED EARTH

“As an artist, I identified with Armando immediately when I first encountered him in Revelations of the Ruby Crystal, and I have enjoyed his stunning personal and artistic growth in Revelations from the Source. There is no art without contemplation. It involves creating space to examine and get in touch with our true center. The artist must survey his or her surroundings, both personal and creative, and then perhaps be strong enough to reframe his or her intended goal in the original concept, even to reconsider the ephemeral illusion of time and space. This book is a must-read for those exploring the inner journey of the artist.”

ALLEN BLAGDEN, AUTHOR OF MARKING THE MOMENT

“Barbara Hand Clow has surpassed herself with her new novel, Revelations from the Source. With stunning originality, she transmits her visionary brilliance into characters who are simultaneously larger than life and endearingly human. Barbara Hand Clow offers a hope-filled view of global transformation as we move into the Age of Aquarius. Thank you!”

TANNIS HUGILL, REGISTERED DRAMA THERAPIST, BOARD CERTIFIED DANCE-MOVEMENT THERAPIST, SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR, AND CREATOR OF SACRED PERFORMANCE

“At the end of each Great Age, as the old world falls into extreme degradation, Vishnu, divinity of preservation, incarnates to overcome corruption and restore balance. All of Barbara Hand Clow’s books resonate with Vishnu’s purpose, and Revelations from the Source is her crowning achievement. It courageously fulfills Vishnu’s twofold task: to clearly reveal corruption and lead an evolutionary way forward toward full multidimensional human potential. Thank you, Barbara; the Force is with you!”

FREDERICK HAMILTON BAKER, AUTHOR OF ALCHEMICAL TANTRIC ASTROLOGYAND COAUTHOR OF CONSCIOUS CONCEPTION

“Barbara Hand Clow has masterfully woven research and expansive insights into Revelations from the Source with engaging results. Key to the unfolding of this novel is the alchemizing effect of transmuting fear to love, which I found truly inspiring and uplifting. This book comes at the perfect time to assist many in making the shift to a higher vibration, to love.”

ERINA CAREY COWAN, COAUTHOR OF DOWSING BEYOND DUALITY



 

 

We are now perched on a strange cusp of history . . . a time when the world feels like it’s been turned upside down, and nothing is quite as we imagined. But uncertainty is always a precursor to sweeping change; transformation is always preceded by upheaval and fear. I urge you to place your faith in the human capacity for creativity and love, because these two forces, when combined, possess the power to illuminate any darkness.

EDMOND KIRSCH, LEAD CHARACTER IN ORIGIN BY DAN BROWN 
(2018)
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Palazzo Vecchio

Alessandro de Medici stood in the dimly lit arched entry at the end of the courtyard of the Palazzo Medici Riccardi in Florence. His face was thoughtful like an impervious marble statue of one of his Renaissance ancestors. He shivered in the damp mid-January air as he awaited the last guests, the illustrious Roman analyst, Lorenzo Giannini, and his mysterious lady, Claudia Tagliatti. They were gathering to celebrate the moving of Armando Pierleoni’s painting to a new room in the Uffizi.

Ah, here they are! A small, agile, fashionably dressed man with a 
twinkle in his eyes arrived with the prowling jaguar woman with discerning 
dark eyes.

“Ah, Dr. Giannini, I presume? And you must be Claudia Tagliatti? Many years ago I knew your father. I am Alessandro. Welcome!” greeted Alessandro as he ushered them into the Medici’s private quarters in the old palace. The heavy oak door closed perfectly, like everything Medici.

“It is so kind of you to invite us to Armando’s celebration, a great pleasure,” replied Lorenzo as he examined Alessandro’s black eyes, large square face, and striking long horizontal slices in his cheeks. He wondered, were these old fencing wounds? As he engaged Alessandro’s eyes, Lorenzo saw a flash of him weighing gold on medieval scales. He recognized Alessandro, though he’d never met him before in this lifetime.

“Come, let’s get a drink before Armando comes out.” They followed him to a gleaming white marble bar. Alessandro delicately placed his hand on Claudia’s bare shoulder as he said, “Claudia, I was fond of your father, Leonardo. Meeting you is a delight. But why didn’t he tell me you are such a beauty? He knew how much I adore classic Roman perfection.”

Startled by his black eyes, she acknowledged his compliment with amused, thin, catty lips. He held her gaze as he handed her a glass of red wine, and then he led them to the other guests. Seated in chairs set up in front of a long oak table, Pietro and Matilda Pierleoni, Armando’s parents, expressed their pleasure at seeing Lorenzo and Claudia again, and Simon and Sarah Appel turned in their chairs to grasp their hands. Jennifer Pierleoni, Simon’s sister and the artist’s wife, in a tight black jersey pantsuit, appeared dramatically, walked in, and sat down. Alessandro drew their attention to a man in a long tailored Jesuit’s cassock buttoned by effeminate small pearl buttons all the way up to his dog-collared Adam’s apple. “This is Father Giorgio Faccini, my special guest, the Vatican archivist. He has taken a fancy to Armando’s painting of Jesus and Mary Magdalene.”

The willowy and handsome Jesuit smiled warmly, exuding great charm. “Well, well, Lorenzo Giannini, my pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’ve heard so much about you.” His words, spoken in a genial and melodious voice, somehow betrayed an undercurrent of nervous energy. Father Faccini sat down next to Lorenzo one inch too close.

This put Lorenzo’s psychic meter on high alert. “Oh you have, have you? I didn’t realize I’m known in the archives.” Lorenzo noticed Alessandro following their conversation closely. The priest seemed to captivate Alessandro, but Lorenzo felt the tumult beneath the facade.

“Oh!” Father Faccini said as he fluttered his thin, elegant hands. “I’ve been in Rome for years, and everybody has heard of you—Rome’s great magus. Did you hear that we’re building new storage in the archives? It’s such a daunting task, I could be here the rest of my life; wouldn’t mind though.”

Lorenzo tuned into the priest’s energy field as he nervously prattled on, but he couldn’t penetrate it. He’s too smooth. And since when does Alessandro de Medici trust a Jesuit? Well, maybe he’s useful to them since they’re still searching for lost documents. Claudia brushed his elbow to bring him to attention. Armando Pierleoni, in a black Armani suit, approached the table with a pitcher and glass of water and sat down next to a large print of his painting of Jesus and Mary Magdalene.

Alessandro went to the table and turned to face the group. “Thank you for coming. Tonight we are in Cosimo de Medici’s private study, a room never seen by the public, to celebrate Armando’s sale of his painting to the Uffizi. We all know that Florence lit up when Jesus and Mary Magdalene came to the Chapel of the Princes two years ago, and the Medici are proud to display this groundbreaking work in a special room in the Uffizi.” Lorenzo detected a hesitant smile on the Jesuit’s relaxed face. What could he possibly think about Armando’s controversial painting?

“Tonight, Armando, I’m taking the opportunity to introduce you to Father Giorgio Faccini, a Vatican archivist who helps me research my illustrious ancestors. Father Faccini is fascinated by your work and wanted to join in our celebration of it. We’re all interested in hearing your thoughts on the public’s reaction to your work.” The Jesuit smiled at Armando as Alessandro sat down next to Pietro, who was beaming with pride for his son.

The silence deepened as they all waited for Armando to speak. Lorenzo wondered what Armando, his client of ten years, would say. He rarely spoke about his art and found it hard to put his work into words.

“Well,” Armando ventured, “I’m a painter, not a man of words. What comes to my mind is how gratified and humbled I am by the joy people feel when they see this painting.”

That was an understatement: The people who’d seen Jesus and Mary Magdalene in the Chapel of the Princes while Pachelbel’s Canon played in the background were stunned. During almost every viewing, a few broke down and sobbed; others stared vacantly at the painting in a trance.

“Well, I really don’t know what else to say. . . . Does anyone have questions?”

There was a pause, and then the strikingly pretty young brunette, Sarah Appel, spoke up. “Armando, I know creating this painting was difficult for you, but what was it like to be a vessel for such celestial magnificence?” Sarah remembered Jennifer telling her about Armando’s sleepless nights during its creation and thought of her own knowledge of his tortured soul.

“Ah, very good, dear Sarah. I should have started right there. As always, you prompt me well. You’ve always understood the deepest layers in my work, so for you, I will try to answer. But before I begin, we must honor the limitation of words. Images of Jesus and Mary Magdalene kept pulling me away from paintings I’d been sketching for many months. I couldn’t work on my three-tiered visions of heaven and hell and purgatory in the modern world, the paintings my galleries wanted, and I was worked up because I had a major show coming up.

“Since I couldn’t do my usual work, I set up a canvas that felt like the right size for the images that were flooding my brain. I parked my chair in front of it, stared at the blank surface, and spaced out. Soon, vibrating light rays feathered the canvas, so I followed them back to their source, a space behind my head where the primary image downloaded. As I sketched it out in charcoal, color flowed into the shimmers, and I followed the cues. Hours flew by like seconds, a day in an hour, and like a madman I barely knew where I was or what time of day it was. Like a miracle, it was done, the image that came through me followed shimmering rays that came from screaming sounds.” Armando winced at the memory, wrenched his shoulders forward, and looked helpless, vacant. Jennifer shifted in her chair to catch his eye and smiled warmly. Immediately, he softened.

Sarah’s husband Simon, an intensely curious and striking man, muttered audibly, “Screaming sounds, huh? How odd.” More definitively, he continued, “It makes me think, Armando, that you were experiencing synesthesia, hearing light. I’d love to know what you mean. Do you think you can explain?” Sarah nodded in encouragement; Simon had verbalized just what she was wondering herself.

“Ah-h-h. . . ,” Armando groaned. “The sound was audible in the deepest recesses of my skull where the light rays were coming from. I tried to listen more acutely, but oceanic sound was exploding in my head like an aneurysm. Father Faccini, I suppose you look at old records of spiritual experiences all the time? Have you run into anything like this?”

“Well, Armando, I can’t say I have with painters, but mystics say things like that. The desert fathers sought silence in deep caves to hear the voice of God.” Lorenzo was just amazed by the priest’s voice; it actually tinkled like a harpsichord.

“Well, now, Father!” Alessandro broke in. “Are you saying the sounds Armando hears could be the voice of God? I imagine you find Armando’s painting blasphemous, so surely you aren’t suggesting it was from God?” He crossed his long black-sleeved arms over his torso as he stared at the delicate Jesuit like a triumphant raptor.

Matilda Pierleoni, always impeccably polite, gasped audibly. Pietro patted her hand as he said, “Now, Alessandro, my dear Medici friend, surely you don’t mean to create confrontation?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, my favorite cousin. But we want to get to the bottom of how this extraordinary work of art came to be! You’ve seen Salvator Mundi by Leonardo da Vinci? I’d give my life to know how da Vinci executed that incredible image of Christ. Yours, Armando, is just as otherworldly. You’ve described receiving the image, and our friendly Jesuit suggests it may be from God! How interesting. . . .” His eyes shifted away from Armando’s misting eyes to Father Faccini’s profile. “So let’s turn the tables on you, man of God: What does Armando’s painting tell you about Jesus and Mary Magdalene?”

Everybody in the room was uncomfortable except Alessandro and Armando, who were both more interested in knowing where the image came from than in the strictures of polite society. They gazed at the priest and waited. . . .

Father Faccini cleared his throat. “What Armando describes suggests he might be in touch with angelic forces. But why should we be surprised? He is an artist and the Church’s story of the life of Jesus is ever evolving. As we all know, Dan Brown writes about Jesus being married to Mary Magdalene, but that’s ridiculous since Jesus was a celibate. Did Armando pick up his image in the ethers? If so, that doesn’t make it true; it is a fanciful idea floating around in the collective mind.”

“Of course that doesn’t mean it is true,” Sarah broke in crisply. “But, then, why, Father, do people resonate so strongly with the idea of their marriage? I assume you’ve seen the joy on people’s faces when they see Armando’s painting?” She smartly crossed her left leg over her bare knee boldly flashing an alluring thigh without dropping her gaze. Her hostility surprised Simon, and he detected a wince on Faccini’s controlled face as he quickly diverted his eyes to Armando.

“Well, Armando. Even though your portrayal of Mary Magdalene does not capture my imagintation, your portrayal of Christ moved me deeply,” he said, happy to be free of Sarah’s icy eyes. “You captured the Real Presence, so perhaps that’s why people are so moved? What do you think, Armando?”

Armando wondered at Sarah’s strong reaction to this mildmannered priest as he said, “All I can do is describe how I felt when I created it.” He paused . . . “As I painted Jesus, her energy melded with his, the feelings I share with my wife, Jennifer.” He shifted his gaze to Jennifer’s glistening brown eyes. “As I painted them, they were like a figure eight with energy flowing around and back again.”

Alessandro was getting exactly what he wanted, to stir things up. He’d invited the polite yet frank Father Faccini because, besides being a Vatican archivist, he was an aristocrat from the ancient Cerveteri princedom north of Rome. His elite manners were flawless. “But if I may say,” Lorenzo broke in crudely, “of course Armando says that, since wouldn’t that be his only way to know them; that is, know them as lovers?” This remark intrigued Pietro because Armando had been in deep analysis with Lorenzo for years before this painting came. Jennifer arched an eyebrow.

Before Armando could say anything, Alessandro broke in again. “Perhaps Lorenzo is right that the way to capture the Real Presence was through a young, recently married artist who adores his wife? Perhaps the only way to find the Real Presence is in true marriage? What do you have to say to that, my dear Jesuit friend?”

Lorenzo noticed that Alessandro’s taut body language exactly matched his fiery expression. The priest, looking as though solid ground had fallen out beneath him, gave the only reply he could think of: “The divine attributes of marriage cherished for so long by the Church emerged in art through this challenging view of Christ. But, still . . . that does not prove Jesus was married.”

“Forgive me, Father Faccini,” Simon broke in again. “I am a journalist and very sensitive to words. It may be unconscious on your part, but you use ‘Jesus’ for when Jesus is a man and then ‘Christ’ when you think of him as divine; why?”

“It is intentional, Simon. The Real Presence happens when his full divinity is visible, such as in Armando’s painting or da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi. The word ‘Christ’ means Messiah. We know very little about the historical Jesus, a discussion that could go on all night. Armando has captured divinity, Christ, the Real Presence, the Messiah, an image of hope.

“Now I have my question. As I view the painting, for me she is a woman who grasps for him, a woman who tries to hold him down. Do you see that, too?” He looked up to a sea of blank faces with Pietro stifling a laugh. “All in good fun, I’m sure, but what’s funny, Pietro?”

“Father Faccini, using Jesuitical reasoning, Mary Magdalene would be our hope for a better world as she grasps for the divine essence of Jesus! If that’s what you mean, then Armando’s painting makes me think celibacy is about to go. The Vatican has a lot of things to think about these days . . . and soon, I hope.”

Alessandro didn’t want this confrontation prompted by him to go too far, so he went to Armando and stood next to him. “Next on the agenda! We’ve made our decision! Armando, may I announce it?” Armando nodded in assent. “For a year Armando and his dealer have been negotiating with us to purchase the painting. Armando wants €10 million because of its current value and to protect its future. We have agreed to his price and have promised to keep it perpetually in the new room in the Uffizi. We see how much people love it, and after the shockingly high price the Saudi prince paid for Salvator Mundi, we are happy with our investment. Congratulations, Armando! We are pleased with our acquisition.”

They all were stunned by the sum, especially Pietro, who was always worried about supporting his complex family and extensive properties while maintaining aristocratic standards. With this price, Armando, his only son, would be independent.

Claudia broke the silence with a low, sensual voice. “Ah, I have to say, Armando and Alessandro, this is good, very good, because the Real Presence gives us hope.”
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Where Is the Muse?

Jennifer and Armando enjoyed a warm fire after a cold and windy February day in Rome. Giancarlo slept soundly in Armando’s childhood bedroom, the room that had been Jennifer’s studio until he was born. Now she worked in a large room near the kitchen. The nanny took care of Giancarlo in the morning while Jennifer worked, and then she had a little time to herself to read and relax during his afternoon nap before spending the afternoon chasing him around the ancestral castle they called home. She never imagined she would be content with such a domestic life. Now, looking at Armando, who was lounging in a cushy chair, drinking port while staring intensely into the low flames, she wondered about his state of mind. He looks withdrawn and disturbed. Should I bring it up? Or should I wait?

Armando was thinking about his painting in the Uffizi. As if reading her probing thoughts, he spoke: “Jennifer, my darling, dark thoughts plague me. When I met you I felt truly happy for the first time in my life after throwing away forty years. But I’m losing my belief in the future. I wake up in the middle of the night with my mind spinning like a hamster wheel, hours of stupid, repetitive thoughts; I’m losing my sanity. If I didn’t have you and Giancarlo, I’d kill myself.” He stared at her with dark mournful eyes that looked hungry, as if he’d forgotten to eat. “I don’t know what’s the matter. Maybe it’s the world’s deterioration—immigration chaos in Italy, the war in Syria, craziness in the United States. Italians came up with jerks like Berlusconi, and political freak shows were once reserved to us, but now the US has a jerk!”

“Armando, I’m having trouble sleeping, too. And it’s not just because I’m up nursing.” Just thinking about the mental and creative effort of her photography work for Claudia’s winter fashion catalog, paired with the exhausting care of her baby, made Jennifer’s eyelids droop. “Claudia’s been going on and on about the split in the fourth dimension; you know, the collective mind obsessed with violence, sex, religion, and politics that stirs up the second-dimensional tectonic forces. She says we’ve been shot into a pinball machine that was designed by the people in power. Meanwhile, Lorenzo’s practice is exploding with anxious clients trying to stay sane, and he works more than fifty hours a week. The money is great, but he comes home drained. They eat a late supper, and then he paces back and forth in his library muttering about how our world is broken.”

They sat in silence considering the state of the world and their lives within it. Though spring was coming, the time of creative birth, Armando couldn’t paint. A month ago his stomach started burning at night as if he were leaking acid. Last November he started a painting of the Annunciation, the angel Gabriel visiting the Virgin Mary. Blessed with Giancarlo, it was as if Gabriel showered him with golden light that guided his hands, manna from heaven. But the next day he walked by African refugees on the streets near the train station and stumbled over a ratty sheepskin coat. A man’s tortured dark eyes captured his as the man clutched him and Armando hurried away. Later, when he tried to resume painting Gabriel, all he could see was that scabby man’s face. Out went the golden light.

Jennifer’s voice penetrated his fog. “Right now my work is easier than yours. I photograph Claudia’s models, choose the best shots, develop the prints, and the catalog designer arranges them. They just tell me what to shoot. It doesn’t take the same mental and emotional capacity as some of my more creative work. Honestly, my love, I find it hard to imagine how you could paint right now. The world is changing so fast that it blocks the muse. Can’t you take a few months off? Jesus and Mary Magdalene is doing so well, and you’ve been working so hard for so long.”

“I wish I could stop and rest, and I need to tell you what I feel like when I can’t paint. It will help me to talk about it.” He sought her eyes.

“I’m an artist,” she replied. “I am very familiar with the pain, the sense of loss and desolation that comes when I lose the subtle prompting from my muse. It’s more intense for you because your subject matter is so complex. So yes, tell me.” She wondered whether he was losing weight because he looked rapacious, the way he looked when she first fell in love with him. Since they married, he’d put on ten or fifteen pounds and was almost robust. “But before that, have you been eating enough?”

“I can’t eat, Jennifer. If I eat more than just a few bites, acid wells up in my throat, especially at night. When I lie down to sleep, my esophagus burns as if I have cancer. Maybe I’m getting it from all the anger I feel for what’s happening to my beloved Rome. For God’s sake, Italy is full of destitute refugees, and the police spend all their time watching them. Losing the joy of our Italian way of life makes me sad.”

“Claudia goes on and on about how things shift back and forth between the dark and the light when a new pattern sets in. But even with her long-range view, she struggles!”

“Well, yes.” Armando relaxed as she engaged his mind. “The chaos in the collective mind makes me wonder if I should stop painting. What if I create chaos with my art?”

“But that’s exactly what the terrorists want you to think! They want to destroy western culture, art, and sensuality by flooding social media with anger and violence to drown out the muse.” She sighed as she took Armando’s hand. “But darling, how do you feel when you hold Giancarlo? Does that help? It always gives me a burst of hope.”

“Yes, it does. When I hold him, snuggle him, and gaze into his beautiful 
dark, knowing eyes, my anger goes away. But I am his protector, and dark forces are taking over our planet; the other shoe is about to drop. The world is so violent I worry you could be out walking him and be harmed by one of those idiots, the end of the angel Gabriel.” Bile rose in his throat and burned.

“Changing the subject to Vatican intrigues,” she said, offering more port, “what do you think about Father Faccini? I don’t know why, but he made me nervous. He’s too smooth, too polished, feels invasive. How does Alessandro know him? Do you have any idea?” Jennifer knew Armando loved gossip; all Romans do, and she wanted to ease his mind away from such dark thoughts about Giancarlo.

Armando was relieved to change the subject. “Well, I asked Pietro about him a few weeks ago. He didn’t like him, either, so he checked him out using his usual methods. He is a member of the infamous Faccini clan north of Rome.”

“Infamous?”

“Yes, but not necessarily because of anything they’ve actually done. Have you seen the film La Dolce Vita?” It was a film about Rome by the great filmmaker Fellini that immortalized Dado, the high priest of Italian society in the 1950s.

She nodded yes. “Well, Father Faccini is from an old family like Dado’s, very rich and from the deepest layers of the ancient Italian elite. Pietro wonders why Alessandro introduced him to us, said he wouldn’t let him into our home in Tuscany where we hide ancient records, probably just what Faccini looks for. The Medicis must have loads.”

“This gives me the creeps, Armando. Considering what you’ve gone through with the Church, we have to make sure he doesn’t get his hands on your painting of Jesus and Mary Magdalene. Why would Alessandro introduce him to all of us? Surely he’s smarter than that?”

“I asked Pietro the same question, and he said he’s getting to know Alessandro better after some separation between our families. It was the worst during the 1950s, when the Vatican power mongers cooked up papal infallibility. The Vatican wants to be the spiritual center of a coming global world, but they’ve gone too far. Alessandro watches people like Faccini, draws them close to detect what they’re doing. Under Francis it’s hard to know what they’re plotting because he projects such a positive public image. But Alessandro is a magus—master of many dimensions and time lines—so he knows who Francis really is. The Medici believe our world degenerates without art, and they are right. That’s why my muse matters to me. We need art to escape smartphones, life in the Matrix. People have to wise up before it’s too late.”

“So why is Alessandro watching Father Faccini?”

“Ah, my love, that is easy. He watches him because he is a Jesuit. Something very strange is going on in the Vatican these days—the pope is a Jesuit, and the Jesuits are the czars of globalism. Maybe he’s the last pope? But as the reeling colossus staggers, ancient Italian families have to survive. We have to be very careful now.”

“Armando,” she responded thoughtfully, “I have an idea that might help. All this scuttlebutt is, to use Claudia’s words, merely fourth dimensional Vatican intrigues. So in your case as an artist, what if you set your sight on a higher dimension? I don’t know if it would work, but it could. Try pulling out of being paralyzed by the fourth dimension, and move up higher to 5D, 6D—even 7D.”

“Ah, I get your idea.” He moved closer to take her hand again. “That could be the solution! I couldn’t think of it on my own, but you’ve expressed it clearly. I’ve been doing art unconsciously, and now it must be intentional: when I go into a trance and see shapes and colors, I can choose to move up higher out of the fray for inspiration. During this last month as I struggled in my studio, I couldn’t get higher. I’d open myself and then land in a mechanical place, like being inside an engine that’s being torn apart by gnashing metal parts, the fourth dimension. The noise hurt my ears, I felt flaying metal cut my skin; so I just stopped there. Social media contributes to that, keeps people from going to higher levels.”

Jennifer could feel the terrible grinding he was feeling. “Yes, I feel it, too. Maybe we should go back to my first suggestion: to not paint for a while, to resolve your fears first.” Her eyebrows knit together as she worried he might be stuck in the fourth dimension.

“But I’ve always worked through my problems by painting; I don’t know how to do it any other way. In the past when I was afflicted with sexual depravity, I beat myself in my studio like a medieval flagellant until I was exhausted. When I went out into the world, at least I didn’t kill somebody. But if I could, I’d kill a child-abusing priest; I mean it. I have a gun, you know.” Noticing her breasts swelling with milk, he realized he could also be unfaithful if he couldn’t paint. A few beautiful women around town were tempting him. Giancarlo gets all the attention; the lizard wants out.

“Armando, to be able to create in our solid world, we have to know when we’re stuck in the fourth dimension. Murderous desires intensify violence, fan the flames. We’ve got to find ways to deal with this chaos. The US has crammed democracy down everybody’s throats all over the globe, yet it is the least free place in the world. People want to live their own way but they are mind-controlled.”

Armando stared at her. Fire flickered in her eyes as if she were on the edge. Amazing how Lorenzo gets people to wake up. Her heart was beating fast. She felt like she’d choke as she said, “Everybody needs to find love the way we have, the only hope for any of us in this collapsing, dark world.”

Simon and Sarah were up late that chilly February night to talk about the pope’s visit to Chile. In 2010 Father Fernando Karadima was accused of molesting teenage boys in Santiago in the 1980s, and Pope Benedict XVI sentenced him to a lifetime of penance and prayer in 2011. Meanwhile, some of the victims claimed Karadima’s mentor, Father Juan Barros, also deserved sanctions. They said Barros watched while Karadima abused them, a terrible trauma for them. But inexplicably, Francis appointed Juan Barros a bishop in 2015! This tore open the victims’ wounds. Then Francis drove the sword in deeper when he came to Chile in January 2018 and concelebrated Mass with Barros and four hundred thousand Chileans. Seeing Francis with Barros was like seeing the pope with the devil.

“The pope’s behavior in Chile is very peculiar,” Simon noted to Sarah. The Vatican was deeply concerned about Karadima in 2014, and Francis was thinking of asking Barros and two other bishops mentored by Karadima to resign and go on sabbatical. Yet strangely, just before he was leaving Chile in 2018, Francis got into a harangue with a journalist and denied there was any proof for the allegations against Bishop Barros. Then, shockingly, he accused the victims of slander and retraumatized them. “The dark forces are whispering in the pope’s ear!” Simon continued. “I think Francis is not who he seems to be. A new book in Italian portrays Francis as a ruthless dictator who rules by fear. So is that why he behaved so weirdly in Chile?”

A big backlash against Pope Francis started after his visit to Chile. The head of BishopAccountability, an important group working to clean up priestly abuse, said Francis turned the crisis back to the darkest days of 2014, when the public outcry in Chile against Karadima and Barros was rising, but Pope Francis didn’t do anything about it. A noted Chilean political scientist warned that parents in Chile were taking their children out of Catholic schools. James Hamilton, a Barros accuser, said in a press conference that the pope’s betrayal revealed the “unknown face” of the pontiff.

“The pope’s behavior really upsets me, draws the line for me,” Simon noted. “I’ve been neutral on Francis in spite of the nasty rumors. But I think it’s the same old game again, anything for power. To tell you the truth, that’s not the only thing keeping me up at night. My father monitors the science on the Gulf Current that warms the eastern United States and Europe, and he thinks it is shutting down. He thinks the elite are covering up the data for economic advantage, like making money on carbon credits. He thinks the intense winter storms in the eastern United States and northern Europe indicate the current is slowing down. If he’s right, the world is in for great difficulty, and our lives will never be the same. Whether Francis is a good pope or a power monger won’t matter.

“My father thinks the changing climate is the reason so many countries are stuck with oligarchs like Trump. When people fear change, they support strongmen, dictators. If that’s what Francis really is, maybe he’s the right man for the job. You watch, Sarah; next, Italians will move to the right as the fear intensifies.”
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The Tomb of Jesus

When the phone rang, Simon picked it up reluctantly because he was slaving over an article on Jerusalem’s Talpiot Tomb. In 2015, soil testing and DNA analysis of the ossuaries convinced him that one of the most important tombs actually was the Jesus family tomb. If this were accepted, it would be one of the most important archaeological discoveries of the last two thousand years. Regardless of the excellent science, Evangelical Christians and Orthodox Jews aggressively debunked it, and the Vatican greeted it with a wall of silence. Do Muslims get excited about the Talpiot Tomb? Damn! This ought to excite everybody on the planet, but especially Christians. And what about Francis? “Yesss?” he groaned into the phone.

“Hello, Simon, this is Father Giorgio Faccini. We met at Alessandro de Medici’s lovely little soiree for Armando Pierleoni a few weeks ago. I’m calling about your articles on the Jerusalem ossuaries. I’d like to discuss them with you. Are you free for lunch today?”

Simon was really annoyed by the interruption. How’ d he get my number? But the Jesuit might know something. “Good of you to call, Father Faccini, and of course I remember you.” He took a long pause . . . “I’m an investigative reporter for several papers and open for discussions relevant to my research. Do you have something specific to discuss with me relevant to your work in the archives?” He stopped and let it hang.

“Ah yes, Simon, of course, you are busy. Well, the Vatican doesn’t want priests looking into things that contradict doctrine. They worry about scientific testing of the tomb’s soil and ossuaries. You know this from your work on Father Bagatti.”

Simon was impressed, because the priest had done his research. He’d referred to Simon’s articles about Father Bagatti, who was silenced in the 1950s after he found significant inscribed ossuaries, including St. Peter’s, at the Mount of Olives. But the pope sealed Bagatti’s lips.

“I’ve enjoyed your articles about Father Bagatti and the Talpiot Tomb; we have much in common.” His voice tapered off lamely.

Simon was scribbling images of Christian crosses intertwined with serpents on his desk calendar. “So exactly what would you like to discuss with me?”

“All right; best to come right out with it. The Talpiot Tomb could be authentic, but will we ever know? You believe the tomb’s verification could inspire reconciliation between Muslims, Jews, and Christians. Well, what if your ideas get the pope’s attention, since Francis has said he thinks we’re mired in a long drawn-out World War Three?”

Simon superimposed Christian crosses on Templar crosses. He didn’t think Francis had much to do with world peace, but he wasn’t going to be rude to a Jesuit high up in the Vatican Archives. “It sounds like we may have things to talk about. I can’t meet today, but maybe we can meet another day? And I’d like my wife, Sarah, to join us. She is an early-Christian scholar and the author of a serious novel about the period. She’s actually the source of many things you’ve read in my columns. I’m sure she’d love to hear what you have to say.”

“My pleasure! I thought of including her, so please allow me to treat you and your charming Sarah to lunch. Do you like Il Vero Alfredo?”

Simon knew the place, and they set a date. Who knows? he thought. Could be good for Sarah’s research. Yet he was nervous when he turned his attention back to the latest find on the Talpiot Tomb: An American TV producer of ancient mysteries, Scott Wolter, found an odd coin cast during the fifth and sixth Crusades in the thirteenth century. Some Masons think it verifies Templar visitation to the Talpiot Tomb during the Crusades. The coin was in very good condition with the singular Talpiot Tomb entry symbol—an inverted “V” with a large dot—prominent on King John of Brienne’s royal crown. Why would that symbol be on his crown unless he’ d been to the tomb when he was the Christian king of Palestine? Also, there were Templar crosses on both sides of the coin, like signets. Simon was quickly reimmersed in his work, leaving thoughts of Faccini for another day.
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King Brienne’s coin

A few days later a waiter led Sarah and Simon to a very private nook in Il Vero Alfredo. Father Faccini stood up to greet them, telling them to call him Giorgio. As he pressed Sarah’s hand warmly, she glanced at his eyes, murky blue and green like algae. His manners were impeccable, and his thin body swayed like a willow tree. His mellifluous voice resonated in her chest as he told her what he thought about her recent novel, Queen Bee and the Olive Branch. “It challenged me, but I welcome new ideas, especially from a serious scholar.” She was wary yet pleased; however, she was getting strong psychic signals.
Maybe that book about Pope Francis as a dictator is making me leery?

After enjoying wine and a large platter of olives, cheese, antipasto, salami, and thin-sliced bread, Father Faccini got to the point. “Sarah, I’d like to discuss your novel, if you can excuse me for not describing things exactly as you have? From recently discovered lost documents, many people believe James, the brother of Jesus, was unfairly written out of history.”

She was attentive. “As you know, when Christianity was formulated in the first through fourth centuries, some Judaic elements were stripped out, but the Old Testament was retained. Jesus’s Jewish heritage was played down as the Gentiles flocked to the inspiring teacher, Paul. His story of Jesus dominated after the Temple was destroyed in the first century CE. Jews were persecuted, yet Jesus, Paul, John the Baptist, and James came from Judaism. In your novel, Jesus and the early Jerusalem church led by James is more true to Jesus than Paul’s version is.” Pausing to see if he was explaining things adequately, Sarah nodded while Simon listened. Then Father Faccini surprised both of them.

“Assuming my summation is adequate, a major revision of early Christianity is happening. But there are many other things in your novel I do not support, such as Mary Magdalene being his wife as well as a major disciple. You think Mary Magdalene as Jesus’s wife could transform Christianity, but that won’t happen! The faithful will cling to the old story to avoid hell. That is just how it is! For most Christians, stories about Jesus concocted by modern scholars are fake news, silly conspiracy theories that confuse their minds and threaten their beliefs. Worse, you’re asking them to think for themselves, to actually invite change.”

“Well, Giorgio,” Simon broke in. “That’s an honest assessment of Sarah’s novel. If I’m hearing you correctly, you can see that the early Christian sources discovered in the last hundred years are more accurate, but people will resist these new ideas because they are so attached to the old story, and they are lazy. You may be right; Sarah probably thinks so.” He looked to Sarah as she nodded her agreement and speared another olive. “Regardless, Pisces, the age of organized religions, is ending and a new paradigm is emerging. After two thousand years, change is afoot; I bet you’re worried about that.”

“Not a bit, Simon! But you shock me! Surely a reporter of your stature doesn’t take the Age of Aquarius seriously, that silly stuff from the 1960s musical? How can you remain in your profession if you do?”

“I take the world age model very seriously, as do many other credible people. You would, too, if you observed current events with that in mind. Without it, what’s happening globally doesn’t make any sense! But you won’t. It’s easier to believe things are falling apart; the apocalypse is coming, isn’t it? The apocalypse incites fear in the minds of childish Christians, doesn’t it, Giorgio? But meanwhile, the collective mind is agitated as it was two thousand years ago—that you can’t deny!” Simon pushed his chair back from the table, reached for wine, and fixed his reporter’s eye on Faccini. He wondered if he’d pushed too far. What’s his game? Why is he here with us? As a worthy adversary, Simon sat up straighter, and before Sarah could say anything, he charged on.

“Giorgio, you said you wanted to meet with us to discuss whether the tomb of the Jesus family might inspire dialogue between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Yet you believe the Christian paradigm will not change because it coddles people, makes them feel safe with their faith. If you are right, there is no hope for reconciliation. But what if Christianity did promulgate a more accurate story of Jesus after distorting it so egregiously for two thousand years? As far as I am concerned, since your church is the main source of the early Christian fairy stories, without taking the lead on a more accurate portrayal of Jesus, it will shrink down to a minor religion. It already is.”

Sarah placed her hand on her heart, beating faster from the conversation. Her voice emerged haltingly. “Giorgio, could we, for the sake of discussion, try to imagine how Judaism and Islam might respond if Christianity embraced the emerging new story of Jesus? After all, that is why you said you want to talk to us.”

Sarah had very adeptly turned the tables on Father Faccini just when the second course was served. Father Faccini curled fettuccini on his fork, slid it into his mouth with delight, and then buttered warm garlic bread as he said slyly, “Well, of course, absolutely, my dear. But since you are so delightfully knowledgeable about the new story, the new paradigm as you say, can you take the first stab?” His singing voice was so alluring, yet snide.

“Happily,” she replied. “The new story is not about the destruction of old ideas; it’s about the addition of new ideas, as the excellent theologian James Tabor says. There has to be space for new stories, new heroes. The collective mind connects us when we discover new stories. Things are going along faster than you think, Giorgio. . . . If Christianity did value its Jewish roots, Jews might reconsider whether he was a messiah, not the Messiah. For Muslims, Jesus, or Issa, is one of their major prophets, a great teacher who spoke the true word of God. All three religions would see that the same great teacher inspires them! In mutual reverence, the discord could end, or at least start progressing that way.

“If this did occur, the central teaching of Jesus—love in all its forms—could flourish and spread. People might practice charity and love God, forgive their enemies, and take care of the suffering ones. We would have peace on Earth, the lion lying down with the lamb, as Isaiah said. I truly believe we’re already headed this way. This violent and abusive age is ending, but addiction to the coming apocalypse has poisoned the collective mind. Waiting for the end, people stop caring for the earth. We know we won’t survive unless we change. But survival is the strongest human instinct, so I believe we will!” She looked up to see Father Faccini’s unconvinced eyes but went on anyway. Simon felt squirrelly.

“Christianity has to release Paul’s view of Jesus as the Christ. To end religious division, we need to recover Jesus as a man, lover, and teacher. It’s exciting to see this happening in early-Christian studies. The divine Christ that Paul invented offends Jews and Muslims, many Christians, certainly me. Tabor shows how the Muslim description of Jesus as a messianic teacher parallels the descriptions of Jesus in the earliest Biblical sources—the ‘Q source,’ the Didache, and the book of James. I mention these sources to point out the Qu’ran retained elements of the early Jesus story that are not in the New Testament! Discovering this has totally changed my perspective. Islamic scholars know this and hope someday Christians will appreciate them for what they’ve saved. Mohammed was inspired by early Jewish and Christian Ebionite beliefs according to Tabor. So, Giorgio, we need to recover the real story of Jesus to avoid another great war, don’t you think?”

“Bravo, Sarah,” Simon broke in, remembering how excited he’d been as a Jew when he first heard about the Ebionites. “Giorgio, since there’s this path to peace between the religions from Abraham, why does Christianity continue down this suicidal path when there is so much to be gained by changing? Can’t Pope Francis see that? He presents himself as a simple man who dislikes pomp and circumstance, so why doesn’t he embrace Sarah’s Judaic portrayal of Jesus?”

“Whether he’d like to or not, Francis can’t alter human thought. You hope for a complex level of thinking among Christians that just does not exist. Christians cling to the old stories because it’s comforting. If they are repeated enough, it makes deep ruts in their brains, like sheep always returning to their keep. They won’t read your novel, and they certainly won’t hear about James Tabor and the Talpiot Tomb. For God’s sake, you two are just too smart! Ironically, Jesuits are global educators and protectors of the pope, so you’d think a new paradigm would come from us. But it won’t.”

“Well, that’s for sure,” Sarah interjected ruefully. “Look what happened to Father Bagatti, a Jesuit—silenced, muzzled! Jesuits can’t protect their significant findings because they must obey the pope. Popes silence priests and bishops to make sure the real story never comes out.”

“Yes!” Simon expelled, impressed as always by Sarah’s boldness. “The truth is, if this story takes hold in Christianity, the Vatican will deflate. Power and riches, that’s what you can’t live without. So many millions have died for it, lust for power and money. I can’t believe it’s still worth it. I can’t believe it means anything to Francis, but lately I wonder.”

“I think you are both being unfair,” said Father Faccini. “The issue is more complex than that. I care about reconciliation, but Catholicism will not revise the story of Jesus after sixteen hundred years. The astrological ages are a silly fantasy that offers you hope for a better future, but false hopes won’t change the world. But of course, that’s just what I think. I’ve enjoyed this discussion very much and would like to meet with you again. Can we be friends? The world is in terrible straits, and although we disagree, we have many common interests.”

They agreed to see him again, but Father Faccini made Sarah very nervous. Something about him set off peculiar psychic signals. Maybe it was because she distrusted priests, especially Jesuits. They projected their shadows on her as a woman who expressed her own ideas. Simon was impressed by her ability to defend her research, and he wondered what made Father Faccini tick. He loved how Sarah’s confidence was rising after getting good reviews on her novel.

As for Father Faccini, he was meeting his objectives. His assignment was to befriend Sarah Appel, a young lady with the dossier assigned to him in 2011 when she came to Rome for graduate study. She was a top student of Sister Hildegard Brennan, a famed discalced Carmelite feminist scholar despised by his higher-ups. Alessandro de Medici’s invitation had paid off. Ah, will the enemies of the mother Church ever be gone?

Sarah was much smarter than Father Faccini thought she’d be, just like Sister Hildegard, a thorn in Christ’s crown. When he first watched Sarah in the Vatican Library study room, her beauty stirred him, so he understood why that rake Armando Pierleoni went after her. A letter in the Adamson dossier explained how Sarah wormed her way into the reclusive Pierleoni family: Her Opus Dei father William Adamson attended Yale with Pietro Pierleoni, the scion of an ancient Roman family. Now that Faccini had befriended Sarah, he would find out more about Pietro. Armando was Pietro’s weak point. While he listened to Armando at the Palazzo Medici Riccardi, Faccini saw the serpent in his eyes. He penetrated Armando’s system with his lasersharp inner eye and detected his weakness for women. His mission to seek intelligence on this disruptive group of friends and family who knew too much was all going much easier than he had anticipated.
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Verona School for the Deaf

Pietro and Alessandro relaxed in comfortable high-backed chairs in front of a crackling fire. Pietro was intrigued by the leaping griffons with red Templar crosses on their collars embroidered on the chairs. Alessandro talked about Armando’s painting at the Uffizi, saying they screened out common tourists by having people pay a special fee on top of the general tickets. And small discussion groups on the painting were the rage in Florence these days.

“How are you getting along these days, Alessandro?” Pietro wondered. “I’m very nervous. Things remind me of how it was when Mussolini took over Italy, such a hard time. My father died very young of a heart condition probably brought on by the fear.”

“Well, Pietro, I don’t feel very good myself, which is the reason I wanted you to join me tonight. Something insidious is going on. I hear of strange plots in Italy, especially in the Vatican. The conflicts with Islam sadden me because Islamic culture saved the West during the Dark Ages. Islamic scholars brought us ancient manuscripts, some translated right in this room during the Renaissance. Islam saved valuable Hellenistic sources, such as Plato. How do you feel about the Vatican these days? What do you think Pope Francis is trying to do? I hope we can share what we know, since you have deep knowledge of the inner workings of the Church and Roman society. I’m sure you know we have spies inside the ramparts.”

“Well, I don’t suppose that charming Jesuit, Father Giorgio Faccini, is a spy?”

“Oh no, not him. I wouldn’t entertain a spy socially and introduce him to you.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. I also need someone to work through all this with me right now. I am very suspicious of Pope Francis. I hate seeing Americans fall for him just because he’s a pleasing liberal.”

“I know,” Alessandro replied. “What did you think of Francis axing the conservative Grand Master of the Order of Malta—he was spry and healthy, yet Francis dumped him, probably his liberal agenda. You were a member, right?” The Grand Master of the Order of Malta was supposed to rule for life, but in early 2017 the pope removed Matthew Festing.

“Hmmm . . . interesting you’d ask me that right now. Yes, I was a member, but I dropped out because they were too obsessed with the world’s deterioration, said it made them feel lost. Their lack of direction made me want to leave, but they asked me to attend their last meeting. I think they value my input because my grandfather was an important member.” Alessandro’s black eyes were instantly alert in hopes that Pietro would still have information from this arcane order. “Francis stripped away their leader. As I see it, after a thousand years, a damned Jesuit took the Order of Malta down. Francis is a conniver!”

The scythe-like lines in Alessandro’s cheeks deepened. “Actually, Pietro, the end of the Order of Malta is what I’d expect at the end of the Age of Pisces. Really, how could such a medieval organization survive in the rapidly evolving modern world?”

“Well, yes, you’re right. Francis axes anything in the way of what he wants! He closed the Franciscan Friars of the Immaculate, a new order founded to pursue authentic Franciscan spirituality. They used the Latin Mass, so Francis closed their seminary! It’s how he deals with anything that doesn’t fit his progressive agenda.”

Alessandro stood up abruptly, and using his poker like a cane, he turned around to stare fixedly at Pietro. “I agree with you! But maybe an all-inclusive Church would be better. Who cares about a small group of Franciscan friars out in the wilderness praying in Latin? Out with the old, in with the new as Aquarius comes in. But what about your ancient heritage, the values of your grandfather?”

“Well, Francis doesn’t care about our family’s cultural values, and Armando isn’t interested in the Knights of Malta. Things change; that is all.”

“Pietro, the Medici are Vatican Watchers. Keeping an eye on popes is an art form in our family. So what do you think? You probably don’t like this Jesuit pope any more than I do? The Order of Malta was founded way before the Jesuits, and they hold wider beliefs. The Jesuits do not understand the high medieval mind, truly authentic Catholic spirituality. They are political assassins who believe the ends justify the means.”

Flames sparkled in his black eyes as he nudged the log with the poker while gravely considering Pietro. He came back to sit down. “Agreed. So is that why the Knights of Malta hate the Jesuits?”

“I’ve pondered that myself, especially lately,” Pietro replied, choosing his words carefully. “Now that Francis is the pope, I can see that the enmity goes way back. The power of the Jesuits is peaking right now because they appeared when the Age of Exploration opened the globalist phase. I hardly need mention they know all about the Age of Aquarius, so they know it’s time for the papacy to take over the world. Francis loved Obama, a globalist, and he hates the nationalist Trump. But what Americans don’t realize is that Francis is devious and power mad, but we know it in Rome.”

“Of course he’s devious; he’s a Jesuit!” Alessandro spat. “Francis’s global ambitions are obvious, but Americans don’t see it because he portrays himself as a simple Franciscan, a smiling, bird-feeding saint. Our family detests globalism because it destroys regional culture. Great art flourishes in regional cultures steeped in the ancient past like Tuscany and Rome.”

“Yes, when Francis dumped Festing last year, the Order of Malta realized he is a power-mad dictator, a ruthless liar who will stop at nothing. He’s worse than John Paul II was! And he doesn’t give a damn about priestly sexual abuse. But I have a personal concern that could make things difficult for Francis: I want to go after an abusive priest. Perhaps you can advise me?” Alessandro nodded. “And what I say is confidential.”

“Pietro, please; I do not betray confidences. Both of us work for the good of humanity, even though many people think we’re just rich and lazy.”

Pietro evaded Alessandro’s piercing eyes. “When Armando was eight years old, a priest sexually abused him in our private chapel during his first confession. It almost destroyed him, and it broke Matilda’s heart. She’d already endured losing our first two children, and then Armando was ruined, and he was miserable until he married. Luckily, Lorenzo Giannini helped him; now he’s doing well. It’s time for me to report what happened to my son. I’d like to find that priest and ask for an investigation, though he may be dead. After it happened, we went to the bishop to have him removed from our parish, and he was sent away. I heard he was sent to care for deaf children in Verona.”

Alessandro stood up abruptly as he shoved his chair back. “My god, Pietro! Surely you’ve heard about what went on in the Provolo School for the Deaf in Verona?” Pietro had not heard because he avoided reading about priestly sexual abuse as much as possible. “Priests and brothers abused hundreds of deaf children in their communal beds since the other children couldn’t hear. The abused boys suffered in silence while the priests and brothers satisfied their vile lust. There was lots of publicity about it a few years ago. Recently some priests at the Provolo Institute in Argentina were arrested for child abuse, the same ones who were accused in Italy! They’d been sent to Argentina to avoid scandal. Nobody cared about what they did to deaf children across the Atlantic.

“These scandals are embarrassing for Francis because he’s from Argentina. Several years ago the Vatican went public about the Verona victims, made it look like the Church was doing something about priestly sexual abuse—hah! The Verona victims wrote to the newly elected Francis to ask him for assistance because they’d gotten no help and were suffering. Now a priest was finally arrested in Argentina who’d been accused in Italy and is in jail and could be sentenced to fifty years in prison. How could Francis not know about clerical abuse in his own country? What’s the name of the priest who abused Armando? He could be in either one of those schools.”

“His name is Father Cesare Vasari, and he’d be sixty to eighty years old now. I don’t know what good it will do to trace him, but I feel I must.”

A few days later, Pietro was granted a private meeting with Pope Francis’s secretary, Father Luigi Orsini. “Count Pierleoni, very good to see you, and what brings you to my office?” Father Orsini said, looking up at him gravely.

“Thank you for receiving me, Father. I wish to discuss something that has concerned me for many years and has come back to haunt me. A friend has brought it to my attention that an incident in our family may have wider implications.” Pietro shifted uncomfortably in the rigid wooden chair while looking directly into the secretary’s brown veiled eyes. “My only son, Armando Pierleoni, was abused by his confessor during his first confession in our parish near Siena when he was eight years old.”

“Your son the famous painter?” Pietro nodded. “I am very sorry to hear about this.”

“Soon after the attack, my wife and I requested the priest’s removal from our parish. During his twenties, Armando had intense therapy with Lorenzo Giannini—you may have heard of him?” The secretary nodded. “Therapy helped him. What concerns me now is this priest was sent to the Provolo School for the Deaf in Verona.” Pietro’s grey eyes fixed on the secretary, who shifted his bony butt in his plush chair while unconsciously rapping his pencil on his desk pad. “After my friend told me about what went on in that school and in the Provolo School in Argentina, I regretted not reporting him even more. I want you to investigate this priest. Perhaps our complaint will persuade the Holy Father to take stronger actions against these monsters?”

“Well, Count Pierleoni, you have the right to complain, especially since your son needed therapy. Do you remember the name of this priest?”

“Yes. Father Cesare Vasari. He would be around seventy years old now.”

Silence deadened the room as if the air had sucked out. The secretary’s taut aging face made Pietro wonder whether cataracts were the source of the cloudiness in his ghoulish eyes. The secretary sat up straight, squared his shoulders, and put both elbows on the desk. “Count Pierleoni, Father Cesare was implicated in the crimes that took place in the school in Verona, and now he is on trial in Argentina. We are deeply saddened and ashamed. Our mother Church suffers, we suffer with her, so what do we do; I do, you do?”

A bullet of fire shot up Pietro’s spine from his coccyx that soured his gut. Out of his tight mouth came a disembodied snarling voice. “Your mother Church suffers from cancer of the bowels. That damned priest nearly destroyed my only surviving son, and now I hear he has raped and assaulted many helpless deaf boys. You know what, Father Orsini? Hell is not the place people get sent to when they die; hell is what the Church creates on Earth! Those schools were a living hell! The Church threw my young son into hell, and how many children suffered while you did nothing? I want to officially report what happened to Armando regardless of the consequences. I want our complaint used against Cesare whenever and wherever he is tried.”

The secretary’s face drained to pasty white. Father Cesare was notorious, and his arrest and trial were acutely embarrassing for Pope Francis. Now add a highly respected Italian aristocrat with an ugly accusation that would be in all the papers. Officially, the pope knew nothing, yet Father Orsini knew that was a lie. With exaggerated concern he replied, “Count Pierleoni . . . have you thought about what reporting this accusation could do to Armando, a famous and lionized painter, if I may be so bold?”

“Ah, Faaather Orsini, you need not worry about Armando’s fame. I will see what Armando wants to do and inform you of our decision. I take your leave. Thank you for your time.”
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