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			To those who continue to seek the truth while remaining grounded in spirit.

		


		

		
			FOREWORD
JOSEPH G. MARINO

			Controversial phenomena have intrigued scholars of human history for centuries. I’ve been studying the Shroud of Turin, the reputed burial cloth of Jesus, for over forty-six years. What makes the Shroud exciting is that it is possible evidence for the existence, crucifixion, death, and even the Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, believed by millions to be God incarnate. It has always been a controversial subject—and for good reasons. It touches on the truth of Christianity while simultaneously dealing with the meaning of our very existence. Many people don’t realize it, but the Shroud is the most intensely studied artifact in human history. Not just the most intensely studied religious relic in history but the most studied artifact of any kind. In 1978, a group of mostly American scientists known as “The Shroud of Turin Research Project” (STURP) studied the cloth for five straight days around the clock. Most of these scientists worked in the USA’s nuclear and space programs. They published their findings in high-tier scientific peer-reviewed journals and concluded that the Shroud was not the product of an artist.

			Another controversial subject is “Unidentified Aerial Phenomena” or “Unidentified Anonymous Phenomena” (UAPs), the current terms for “Unidentified Flying Objects” (UFOs). While many tend to think of them as mainly a post-WWII phenomenon, history has recorded accounts of them for literally thousands of years. Some people believe that these phenomena could be physical entities from elsewhere in the Universe, while others believe that they are demonic in nature.

			Occasionally, I search online booksellers for “UFOs and Spirituality.” One of the search hits I got was a novel called The Disclosure Paradox by Paul Vecchiet. I read very little fiction, but the book looked interesting, so I decided to read it. I thoroughly enjoyed it and decided to contact Paul via Facebook to tell him how much I liked it. I told him the only thing that would have made it better was if he had brought the Shroud of Turin into it. I mentioned my research on it, and we began a running correspondence. The correspondence with Paul had a bonus—he ended up connecting me to another person that has become part of my Shroud circle.

			I informed him that I had a list of people interested in the Shroud to whom I sent weekly emails. Topics include the latest news, books, videos, podcasts, and other related information. He requested to be added and so began to receive them. He told me he found the Shroud to be fascinating. In the meantime, he put out a prequel to The Disclosure Paradox titled What Doesn’t Kill Her. And in this third novel, The Disclosure Paradox: Salvation, Book Two in the trilogy, Paul has incorporated accurate information about the Shroud into the plot.

			When I read any new material on the Shroud, I am normally so excited to go through it that I often go too fast and must back up and reread some passages. This happened to me with Paul’s new novel, even before I got to the Shroud material in the book. It is a fast-paced read, with no lulls in the action. It is written in such a way that a reader can absorb it as a stand-alone book, without having to read the first two novels. (But both are highly recommended!) Taking place on several continents, it is full of interesting characters and constant intrigue.

			Fiction can be a way to impart deep truths. Vecchiet has managed to accomplish that in all three of his novels. 

			The Shroud of Turin has changed countless lives, including my own. I have spent thousands of hours analyzing it over the course of almost five decades. With the recent loosening by the US government regarding the release of information pertaining to UAPs, that subject is becoming more prominent in USA society. Whether the UAPs are actual extraterrestrial beings or whether they are demonic, it’s an issue that is going to have an impact on everyone all over the world. Both the Shroud and UAPs can be overwhelming. Investigating them can help stir us out of our stagnant theological and scientific bubbles. Reading Paul Vecchiet’s The Disclosure Paradox: Salvation could be a painless and even enjoyable way to start coming to grips with the questions that those topics raise. You can begin a possibly unsettling but necessary journey to truth. And as Jesus himself said, “The truth will set you free.”

		


		

		
			PROLOGUE

			Mary Ellen glanced at her phone. Ten minutes. It had been a little over two hours since she had left her trailer in Dulce, New Mexico. She bubbled with anticipation as she approached the northern part of Taos, where her close friend, Katrina Hermann, shared a ranch with her partner, Robert Ladd. Mary Ellen had been their guest a few times, but intended this visit to be especially memorable because she had news about the return of her son. Thoughts about getting her son back drew her into a series of challenging, sometimes painful flashbacks that had led to this happy moment.

			The day I learned Rico and I were expecting, we were so happy, even if we didn’t have the wedding date set, she thought. Rico was so proud to tell the boys at the police station.

			Their life together was ripped apart after Mary Ellen realized she wasn’t pregnant anymore. Rico was hurt, confused, suspicious, the feelings infecting his mind. She recalled how he accused her of terminating the pregnancy. Not understanding how she lost the baby was bad enough, but losing Rico and being faced with being alone on the small reservation put her in a miserable hole of despair.

			Rico, why didn’t you believe me? Mary Ellen said to herself.

			Not long after losing her baby, Mary Ellen experienced a recurring nightmare that plunged her into the darkness of depression and anxiety. As a social worker, she realized she needed professional help. After she explained the recurring dream during a session, her psychiatrist put her under hypnosis so she might recall the nightmare and its details. As her psychiatrist hypothesized, the nightmare was a memory suppressed by a traumatic event. After the session, her doctor played back the audio, in which Mary Ellen heard herself describe an abduction by extraterrestrials that ended with a procedure that removed her fetus.

			

			Mary Ellen shivered from the recollection. She winced and blinked in order to erase the images from her mind. Then she shifted to happy thoughts again.

			Meeting Katrina online through the Natives News site has been a gift for both of us, she thought. I would never have known what happened to the baby without her visit and her ability to “see” the alien lab under Mount Archuleta.

			Thanks to Katrina’s help, Mary Ellen became aware of the lab that held many children captive, including her own. Mary Ellen’s spiritual ability allowed her to sense her child and communicate with him, but that was not enough to satisfy her. She sought a permanent reunion. Throughout the years, she waited, planned, and replanned, only to fall into a paralytic state of sorts from a lack of confidence and support. 

			As she despaired, ideas appeared to her during meditations. Mary Ellen realized that her plan depended upon Katrina’s and Robert’s goodwill.

			***

			Katrina Hermann always looked forward to a visit by her Jicarilla Apache friend. Mary Ellen didn’t conceal the emotion in her voice; she had something important to say and insisted on saying it in person. Mary Ellen told her they could have been sisters in another life, since they shared many things in common. Both were Native Americans; Katrina had Cherokee ancestry complementing Mary Ellen’s Jicarilla Apache blood. Both had been abducted by extraterrestrials, with Katrina vanishing at a young age along with her older brother. Both possessed the ability to use their minds in paranormal ways. Katrina marveled at the accounts her spiritual mentor, Mary Ellen, revealed concerning her meditative communications in the spiritual realm.

			Alright, Mary Ellen. What could be so important that you can only tell me in person? Katrina asked herself. She sounded happy. Maybe she’s making friends with one of her “contacts” . . . or not. I’m never with her when she gets messages in meditation. Why wasn’t I with her when she was summoned by the Arcturians? Robert was lucky to witness that. It must have been amazing.

			Katrina’s abilities were those most instrumental in the success of the assault on the alien underground lab. Katrina had two distinct abilities: She was able to use her mind to remote view, to see things in the present tense, regardless of physical distance; and she was able to recognize energy waves, like sonar recognizes objects in water. 

			Robert was driving home when he received a text message from Katrina: Mary Ellen was coming for a visit and she had something special to say. 

			Well, it’s not the first time Mary Ellen has visited us while keeping the reason a secret, he mused. The last time this happened, she got me to volunteer for an assault under a mesa at the reservation.

			***

			A few years earlier, Mary Ellen visited Katrina and Robert while enroute to Dulce, Mary Ellen’s home. During the visit, Mary Ellen revealed that she intended to enter an alien lab located underground in the Archuleta Mesa north of Dulce.

			Katrina first visualized the inside of the lab facility through two remote view meditations during her initial visit to see Mary Ellen. She envisioned a large subterranean hangar bay with exotic aerial vehicles, nonhumans with reptilian features, and a laboratory populated by creatures connected to wires, hoses, and cables, enveloped in transparent sacs and suspended in tanks of pinkish fluid. A closer look revealed the creatures were humanlike, in various stages of development.

			Robert helped plan the rescue and then volunteered to lead a tactical assault. As a key part of the mission, Katrina remained home, responsible for using her mind to disable any intrusion detection systems, fire alarms, and surveillance equipment. Consistent with the plan and her remote viewing, she caused a bank of batteries used for emergency power to explode, resulting in massive structural damage to a large part of the facility.

			Katrina’s final act was the most critical activity. Fixed on the reptilian side, she reversed the circuit powering lighting and instrumentation, causing an interior electrical storm. Reptilians that made it to their ships exited through concealed portals into the night at a high angle. Katrina completed her task but not without cost. Mary Ellen had to psychically heal her from a coma. The team escaped with the aid of a race called the Arcturians who helped free the children and teleported them away for reprogramming and reeducation. Among them was Mary Ellen’s son.

			

			***

			As he approached “Third I” Ranch with the Carson National Forest as the backdrop, Robert recognized Mary Ellen’s Cherokee on the parking pad. He entered the house, walked into the great room, and noticed Katrina talking to Mary Ellen.

			“Seeing you two together could only mean you are planning something again,” he said with a laugh.

			Mary Ellen chuckled, clearly amused. “Nothing gets past you, does it, Robert?”

			Mary Ellen got up from her seat and gave him a hug. Robert met Katrina with a kiss.

			“Actually, Mary Ellen does have something planned, Robert, but this time she won’t need us to help her attack an alien underground lab again,” Katrina said.

			“Right, and I’m certainly not asking for Katrina to use her mind to manipulate energy waves,” said Mary Ellen.

			Robert turned to nod to Katrina. “OK.”

			A gleeful expression crossed Mary Ellen’s face.

			“Robert, you need to know this, because you were there when I found my child in captivity. You saw how my child reacted when he realized I was his mother,” she said.

			“I would like to have seen it,” said Katrina.

			Mary Ellen nodded. “Robert, you saw the Arcturians teleport down to rescue all the humans and then teleport them to safety before we all escaped through the portal they made for us.”

			“Yeah, Mary Ellen. That’s something that would be hard to forget,” said Robert.

			“Well, recently, in my mediations, I have been given messages to expect instructions on getting my child back.”

			“Isn’t that great, Robert?” asked Katrina. “Mary Ellen will be reunited with the child you helped rescue!”

			“Yeah, that’s wonderful. All the years you have been separated. You two will have a lot to make up.”

			The three continued to talk about the night of the rescue. Katrina heard it before, but this was the first time she heard the stories from Mary Ellen and Robert together.

			During the discussion, Robert’s phone chimed. He looked at it, smiling broadly. It notified him of a message in his email from a friend from the Iraq war. Robert excused himself to go to his home office upstairs.

		


		

		
			I

			Interpol agent Fulvio Simoni found his long-lost wartime friend through a search on the internet. He wrote a brief message and titled it simply, “Ciao Roberto!” It was for Robert Ladd, Security Consultant in Taos, New Mexico. It included a cell number and specified that the best time to call was after 10 p.m. Rome time, because he ran the night shift in the monitor room, assigned to the Vatican.

			Fulvio’s cell phone chimed not long after the bell from the Basilica rang ten times.

			“Pronto?” he answered.

			“Sargente Simoni!”

			“Roberto ragazzo!”

			Robert laughed at the pun. “Ladd” translated to “young boy” in Italian.

			“I’m not so young anymore!”

			“Same here! So, you are security consultant and you have your own company? Wonderful, Roberto!” Simoni spoke in broken English.

			“It took a while.” Robert paused. “What are you doing now, Fulvio?”

			“I am with Interpol. I am in Vaticano. I work for God. He is a good boss. He is quiet, but I think he knows what I do every day, so I must do my best, no?” They both chuckled. “If God is watching over us, I don’t know why the Vaticano needs to have so many camera. I am watching video of camera now.”

			Fulvio Simoni never took a moment off. Call it experience or the effects from combat, Fulvio remained on alert 24/7, not only with his job but also his life. Not one to sit still, he maintained focus on his task in the semiconverted cellar room that was furnished austerely with standard office chairs, a continuous concrete counter, and the necessary monitors and computer equipment.

			

			Fulvio and Robert talked as old war buddies would. Robert asked about the job with the Vatican and Fulvio joked about the application and requirements.

			“They only want Catholic men,” Fulvio said. “They have many questions about what you believe. It is even more difficult to apply for the Corpo della Gendarmeria. They want military priests—no married men, and no men younger than twenty-one and older than . . .”

			Fulvio trailed off as something on one of the video monitors caught his attention.

			“Fulvio? Older than what?”

			“What?” Fulvio stammered, troubled by what he was seeing. “Oh yes, yes, twenty-five. Excuse me, Roberto. . . . I need to close now. Something is not right. I . . . I must investigate something I watch on the monitor. I will call you back when I return.”

			Fulvio ended the call.

			Such strange activity on the camera. He didn’t need to read the camera number and location on the screen to know where it was. He recognized a dark corridor of the Galleria degli Arazzi, north of la Cappella Sistina. He stared in disbelief at the two silhouettes on the monitor. One appeared to be a person. The other was nonhuman: taller, with angular features and a head resembling the head of a demonic sculpture on a Gothic cathedral. Large, wing-like appendages appeared to flap behind the creature’s shadow. 

			Dio mio!

			Fulvio searched for any other camera that would capture the entities, but no other cameras surveilled that spot.

			He left his station in the monitor room to investigate, hurrying out of the Palazzo east of the Basilica, and along Via della Fondamenta, which traced the Basilica’s north perimeter. Turning left, he ran north along la Galleria delle Carte Geografiche for about 350 meters. A door close to the camera he had been monitoring caught his attention. The latch made a loud clack as he turned it. Fulvio grimaced as the sound betrayed him, the element of surprise lost. He jerked the heavy oversized door open and recognized his supervisor, Chief Lucciano Piccione, standing in the hallway.

			“Simoni! What the devil!”

			Fulvio faced his supervisor. “Sir, I was in the monitor room, and I thought I saw two shadows just minutes ago.”

			Piccione motioned around them. “Agente Simoni, you and I are the only ones here.”

			

			Fulvio’s eyes followed where Piccione motioned. He looked back over. “Sir, if I may ask, why are you here in this galleria at this time of night, while off-duty?”

			Those were Simoni’s last words.

			Two gendarmes loyal to Piccione, Sargenti Pellegrino and Carso, emerged from the obscurity of the darker corridor. Carso hit Fulvio from behind with two taser darts fired at 190 kilometers per hour. One pierced the back of his neck, and the other dug into the middle of his back near the spine. Sharp barbs entered deep under his skin, holding the small spurs in place right through Fulvio’s convulsions. His muscles contracted and relaxed alternately as 50,000 volts coursed through his body. The assailant kept the taser active for much longer than the recommended limit of fifteen seconds. When the weapon was switched off, Piccione put a stranglehold on Simoni until his body went limp.

			Fulvio Simoni was dead.

			“We killed an innocent man in this most holy place!” Pellegrino exclaimed, his eyes wide with panic. “I am surely doomed to hell, if there is a hell!”

			Sargente Carso kept his eyes on his victim.

			Piccione turned to him. “You did well, Sargente Carso. We had no choice. We couldn’t let him live with the knowledge that we are dealing with a forbidden entity. Such a breach of security would have certainly resulted in harm to us. We are showing we are in control.” He paused for a moment. “This was not supposed to happen.”

			He looked down at the lifeless body, then back to his men. “My plan . . . upset.” He bent down to carefully remove the taser barbs. “And why? Because they don’t trust us. Now their lack of trust has resulted in an unnecessary death.”

			Piccione ordered his men to remain with the body while he rushed to his vehicle and brought it close to the door at the Sala della Biga.

			Upon his return, Piccione searched Simoni and found a phone. Piccione handed it to Pellegrino and instructed him to place it on the console in the monitor room. Piccione and Carso then carried Simoni’s body out of the galleria, down the stairs, and out the door. They tried to move with muted steps so they wouldn’t disturb the quietness of the night. Their efforts to haul the body turned into a futile, clumsy struggle to be stealthy. As they reached the vehicle, they gently opened the doors, then placed the body in the backseat.

			

			***

			Piccione made a late-night call as he drove out of the gate. The phone rang several times before it was answered, the voice on the other end less than cordial. It belonged to a pig farmer connected to the Mafia. Piccione kept him secret from others in Interpol, surmising the farmer would prove valuable if needed. Now the time had finally come to ask for a favor. The fee that the farmer quoted was twice what Piccione expected, but since he was in a weak bargaining position, he agreed to the farmer’s demand.

			Piccione and Carso drove out of the city and into the dark, hilly countryside north and east. Gravel crunched under the tires as they announced their arrival. The farmer met Piccione and Carso just outside a large, fenced pen. Both men grimaced at the stench of the sty. The farmer chuckled, then chided them about being city boys. 

			“You eat pork, don’t you? You can’t have pork without the stink. This farm has been my family’s life. To you, it’s foul. To me, it’s our food. It’s also money. Oh, about the money—did you bring me the amount we agreed to?”

			“I have it,” Piccione said, his voice little more than a rushed breath.

			He went back to the car, opened the glove compartment, grabbed an envelope, and took out the required amount. Without saying a word, and avoiding any eye contact, Piccione handed him the cash. After stuffing the money in his shirt pocket, the large-framed farmer walked to the car to assist in extracting Simoni’s body from the vehicle. Piccione and Carso walked the muddy path to the sty gate. Carso almost gagged from the hogs’ stench.

			The farmer laughed. “If you stay a week here with me, you’ll get used to it.” 

			He guided them to the side of the pen to get a cart, and they placed the body on it. Then the farmer lifted a heavy steel rod that allowed the gate to swing open. Piccione and Carso remained outside as he entered the pen and rolled the cart over the deeper muck. He stopped and lifted the cart. The body slid out, facedown.

			Piccione and Carso watched through the fence as the mud swallowed the corpse. Only the backs of the head and shoulders were left exposed.

			“There will be nothing left before noon tomorrow. Even the clothing will be gone,” assured the farmer.

			

			***

			Piccione and Carso returned to Vatican City just before dawn. Pellegrino stood in the monitor room where Fulvio Simoni should have been, with Simoni’s phone on the console as the chief had instructed. Piccione then walked to the room where the recordings from the camera videos were transmitted and stored. He expertly worked the terminal, searching for the video that had alerted Simoni to investigate. He found the segment, played it, then deleted it from the records. He then searched more cameras, and, sure enough, saw himself and Carso moving the body. He found the right segments and erased those, too. There were no witnesses other than his two agents, who were already involved in his larger scheme.

		


		

		
			II

			Robert went to bed without receiving the return call Fulvio promised. The next morning, he peeked at his phone. No call. No message. His disappointment shifted to concern. Not returning a call wasn’t like Fulvio at all.

			Robert began to resume editing a proposal to a defense contractor as a potential security consultant. He found it hard to focus. Sitting at his computer, he looked out the window and thought about Fulvio’s laughter and how it traveled between their phones the night before, a measure of comfort and relief after recalling the shared moments of terror during the war.

			Deciding he was too distracted to continue work, he took an album from his time in the war out of a chest of drawers. He reminisced as he flipped the pages to find photos that captured the moments between the dangers.

			“Why are you looking at photos from the war?”

			Robert looked up. He’d been so immersed in the album, he didn’t hear Katrina enter the room.

			“I got a message from this guy.” Robert pointed to the photograph of him and Fulvio smiling in front of a bridge. “This is Sargente Fulvio Simoni. He survived a terrorist attack and several encounters with insurgents defending bridges at Nasiriyah. His actions allowed our detail to arrive so we could escort VIPs for meetings there. His unit was the most decorated Italian unit from the war. We shared dining facilities. He spoke English rather well and taught me some Italian. He found me on the internet through my company.”

			“I wondered why people would save pictures from a past with so many bad memories. I guess there are some good times seasoned in there,” Katrina said.

			“The good times make the bad times less evident. It’s a statement of survival, a statement that there is good everywhere if you look for it,” Robert pointed out. “My friendship with Fulvio was a bright spot while I was stationed in Iraq. When my detail was reassigned, we mentioned to each other that we should get together after the war. My descent into darkness prevented that from happening.”

			Robert’s PTSD was a constant reminder of the battle terrors. It convinced him that danger would always be near, even though in reality it was far away and years ago. The photos capturing the special moments felt far different. They represented a small, private victory over the specter of fear. Although they wore different uniforms, pledging loyalty to different flags, Robert and Fulvio shared the same emotions drawn out from the fatigue of fighting an unknown but determined foe. That faceless enemy that followed no rules and exerted a relentless offensive to drive back the occupiers from the West. The two co-combatants needed each other, someone besides their own troops—just to feel human again. Each man offered something no one else could. This was the heart of their bond. Deep private talks allowed them to shed the mental armor and revealed an enlightened weakness where their truth proved to be anything but weak. After Nasiriyah, Robert had never met anyone he could open up to like Fulvio.

			Robert sat with the album open to the same series of photographs. He was still. Quiet. Pensive. Much had happened since Nasiriyah. Upon discharge, Robert had moved back to his parents’ house in Odessa, Texas, in an effort to work himself back into society. But life was too mundane for him, and his erratic behavior caused him to clash with his parents. Through mutual agreement, he left. He moved to Nevada, living with a former platoon-mate who also suffered from the battles. His friend became addicted to the opioids VA doctors had prescribed as treatment. When the opioids weren’t available, he turned elsewhere.

			After witnessing the living hell his friend endured, Robert avoided the VA for help. Instead of drugs, Robert self-medicated with alcohol. Together, he and his friend were in and out of work, neither of them ever holding a steady job.

			One day, Robert found his friend on the bathroom floor, a syringe next to his cold body. It was one loss too many to endure, and it started him on the path toward oblivion from excess alcohol consumption.

			What might he have told Fulvio about those days? There had been no value in letting him know about that. Fulvio probably carried his own horror stories deep inside. Maybe, Robert thought, he would mention his PTSD, his days in Reno on the streets. Fulvio would relate to those, for sure. PTSD was not just an American problem.

			Robert looked up from the photo album to Katrina. “He messaged me yesterday. I called him right after I got his message. It was great to hear from him. He sounded happy. He works in the Vatican for Interpol. We were on the phone for about fifteen minutes when he told me he had to hang up because he saw something on a monitor. He told me he would call back.”

			Katrina thought about it for a moment. “Did you think he would call right away?”

			“Yes.”

			“Maybe you should call him back.”

			“It’s close to dinner time there. He’s on the night shift. It’s still early. I’ll wait another hour. He sleeps during the day.”

			Exactly an hour later, Robert placed a call to Fulvio’s cell phone, which carried it straight to voicemail. He left a message, then tried two more times before turning in.

			***

			The third shift began in the monitor room in the Interpol office. When Agente Fulvio Simoni didn’t show up to replace the second-shift security agent, the agent leaving duty contacted his supervisor, Chief Piccione. Piccione advised the agent he would contact Simoni and asked the agent to stay until Simoni showed up.

			He then called Fulvio’s phone. It rang a couple of times before the officer at the desk answered. 

			“Pronto?”

			“Fulvio?” Piccione asked.

			“No, this is Sargente Mario Franco, at the security desk. Who is this?”

			“This is Chief Piccione, Mario. Simoni left his phone in the room? Strange. Why would he leave his phone at work?”

			“Sir, this phone rang three times about an hour ago. I didn’t answer because I did not know anything was wrong. This time I answered.”

			Piccione’s morning had not begun as smoothly as he had hoped. He remained silent, his confidence deflating by the second. “Can you see what numbers called his phone?” Piccione finally asked.

			“Yes, sir. Hold on.”

			

			Sargente Franco checked the phone record for recent calls. “Sir, the past three calls were from the same number in the United States.”

			Piccione asked for the number. After Franco gave it to him, he said, “Perhaps the person in the United States can tell us if he knows where Simoni is. Stay there. I will get someone to relieve you soon.”

			By the time Piccione ended the call, he suddenly felt the world closing in on him. The night started with so much promise. The entities had agreed to a generous deal. Piccione would not ask questions. Now he knew that Simoni was receiving multiple calls from an unknown contact. Had he told his contact about the video footage? Piccione was looking forward to a life of luxury, away from everyone, far from the places that only made him feel depressed. But that’s not how he felt now. Now he had something to be concerned about, approaching fear.

			The workday was about to begin in Italy. In the States, there were still four more hours before sunrise—four more hours to wait to identify the mystery caller, his hands tied, unable to think of anything else. He didn’t feel comfortable sitting by himself quietly at home. He paced like a caged animal, checked the clock, his watch, the clock again. He slid into his car and drove aimlessly. Finally, he took a detour instead of heading to the office and stopped for a goccia of coffee. It wasn’t a relaxing pause. He drank it so quickly, there was still more time to pass. After two additional cups, he finally left for his office. Once there, he placed a call to the FBI office in Washington, DC.

			The attendant at the FBI office connected him to the Information Management Division in Winchester, Virginia.

			“Information Management, this is Shirley. May I have your name?”

			“I am Lucciano Piccione, Chief of Interpol Vaticano City. This is official business. I have a phone number, and I want the name of the person who has that number.”

			“Just a second, Mr. Piccione.”

			“Chief,” he interrupted. “And I need this information right away.”

			“Chief. Yes, sir. You called the right office, but here in the United States, we have to follow strict regulations in regard to private information.”

			“But I am Interpol . . .”

			“Let me finish, sir. I am not allowed to reveal personal information over the phone. The data you are requesting is confidential and classified as Personal Identifiable Information or PII, and all organizations that handle that kind of information, including the FBI, are required to follow strict regulations by Federal law under the Privacy Act of 1974 and OMB Memorandum, Safeguarding Against and Responding to the Breach of Personal Identifiable Information, dated 2007.”

			“Miss Shirley, I did not call for a lesson on the handling of information. Just tell me what I have to do.” Piccione pounded his fist up and down with every word.

			“The FBI will notify you by email through an encoded message. Can I have your official email address?”

			Rubbing the right side of his face with his perspiring open palm, Piccione gave his office email. Shirley repeated it back incorrectly.

			“No, no, no,” he sighed. “Piccione has two chis.”

			“Chi?”

			“Ah, be, chi . . . chi!”

			“Oh, you mean ‘c.’ ”

			“Si, I mean yes.”

			“I got it now.” Shirley recited the email, this time with no error. “Chief, you will get the encrypted message shortly.” She asked if the phone number on the screen was the one to use to transmit the key to open the message.

			“Yes, that is the correct number.”

			“Very good. You are all set.”

			“How long will it take to get the message?” 

			“After we find the information, which should not take long, I will send you the message and the text to your phone with the key.”

			“So . . . today? Yes?”

			“Yes. We allow for twenty-four hours. There are many similar requests. This is the FBI office that handles those requests from all law enforcement agencies in the country.”

			Piccione closed his eyes, raising his head to the notification that it could take twenty-four hours. He had no response.

			“Chief?”

			“Si, I am here.”

			“Are we done?”

			“Si. Thank you.”

			With that the phone call ended.

			Grazie, FBI.

			

			Throughout the day, the normally confident, stalwart Piccione was jittery, avoiding any interaction with his staff. He remained in his office, brusque with whomever was unlucky enough to call him. He looked out the window every so often. I can’t take a full day of this. He left the office early, stopped at a trattoria for an early dinner, and nursed a bottle of wine. He made the short drive to his apartment as dusk lit the sky. The wine had made him sullen, and he slumped on his couch. Thoughts about the unknown identity of the phone number that called Fulvio’s phone pestered him. Even the wine wasn’t enough to make him relax. He went to his desk to pick up a bound notebook he had received from the Chief of Staff, Vatican, as a gift. He now was using it to keep phone numbers and passwords.

			He flipped to the pages to enter the number to the unknown caller. As he entered the numbers, the muscles in his cheeks tightened. He reached for a pen and doodled a question mark beside the number. Piccione repeated the motion and made the mark more pronounced. Then he stopped and pressed the point down hard on the dot. The force ripped a gash on the page. In a fit of disgust, he clapped the book shut and slammed it on his desk.

			And now? Now a new unknown participant? I had every detail figured out to gain their trust in following their own unholy scheme! Is it any wonder they are in the position they are in? Their own type of evil makes them flawed, and now . . . by association, I have become evil and flawed!

			The following morning, Piccione rushed to the Vatican to get to his office and access the email from the FBI. He entered the passcode from his phone into his computer, and the encrypted message opened. What he saw on his screen only made the situation stranger. The phone number was for Robert Ladd, Security Consultant, Taos, New Mexico. Piccione froze. The room seemed too warm. His hand trembled and slipped. It caused an unwanted click from his mouse.

			His thoughts raced. I’ve got to remain calm so I can think clearly about what to do next. He walked to his office door and closed it, then walked to his window and looked out to watch the activity at the Stazione Ferrovia Vaticana.

			Perché? Why would this man call Fulvio three times? Was Fulvio looking to move to the United States and work there? Did he contact this man because he saw or heard something? If I were looking for Fulvio, this surely is a clue! I must contact this man and act like I am investigating Fulvio’s disappearance.

			

			Piccione went to Ladd’s website. Ladd’s bio was impressive. Among other achievements, he was a decorated Iraq and Afghanistan war veteran. His client list was a who’s who of government contractors and subcontractors. He even had projects for popular university sports programs. Piccione would have to wait until afternoon to call New Mexico.

			Ancora! More waiting!

			Finally, at 2 p.m. Piccione placed the call that he thought would improve the situation.

		


		

		
			III

			Robert sat in his home office, getting ready for another workday. He tried to call Fulvio again. As he was about to go to his desk to work on a revised proposal, his cell phone rang. He noticed the number was from Italy.

			Fulvio?

			“This is Robert Ladd.”

			Ladd used his formal greeting, having learned from ample experience not to make assumptions.

			“Mr. Ladd, this is Chief Lucciano Piccione, Interpol Vaticano. I wonder if you may be able to help us. One of our agenti, Fulvio Simoni, has been missing for two days. We noticed that you called his phone three times the night he disappeared. How do you know Fulvio?”

			Robert shifted in his seat.

			“Fulvio and I know each other from being stationed at the same time in Iraq at Nasiriyah. He contacted me a couple of days ago, after finding me on the internet, to tell me where he worked.”

			“Did he seem anxious or upset in any way?”

			“He sounded fine when we were talking. He ended our call because he told me he needed to investigate something.”

			“Did he tell you what it was?”

			“He just mentioned he saw something on a monitor then hung up.”

			“He didn’t tell you what he saw?”

			“No. Do you think what he saw on the monitor had something to do with his disappearance?”

			There was silence on the other end.

			“Chief, are you there?”

			“Yes . . . yes . . . sorry, someone was talking to me.”

			“I asked if you
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