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Prologue

Cormac Blather was upset. He’d just gotten an e-mail from Jerusalem advising him that the IAA, the Israel Antiquities Authority, was questioning several artifacts that were on the world market. What distressed Cormac was that he had just sold one of those artifacts to his best client, a man in the top twenty of Forbes 400 richest.

He stared out the window of his antique shop on Main Street in Sag Harbor. He’d sold Bryson Mergenthaler a limestone burial box or ossuary. They were used to contain the bones of the dead in Jewish burial ceremonies thousands of years ago. 

The sender of the e-mail was a dealer and friend for many years. He’d bought the ossuary from him, knowing it was a forgery. He’d agreed to invest in it because it was an unusual opportunity. The box itself had been checked out and determined to be from the time of the First Temple. What was needed was something to indicate it had held the bones of someone important. His friend had come up with Andrew, one of the disciples of Jesus. Because he’d been a fisherman fish drawings had been added to the box, along with other markings. In addition to the engraver’s efforts, documents had to be forged, experts persuaded to help authenticate it. These procedures entailed the outlay of more than a hundred thousand dollars, shared by Cormac and his dealer friend. 

Perhaps it was the amount of his investment that had spurred Cormac to sell it to Merganthaler. Or perhaps it was his pleasure to see this powerful man deceived. Whatever the reason, and he suspected his ego was involved as well, if this client had somehow learned that anything he had purchased from Cormac was a fake, that would be very bad news indeed. Mergenthaler had a fearsome reputation in the business world. He was a dangerous man. 

Cormac kept moving around the shop, unable to keep still. He felt somewhat like the chickadees he used to watch as a child from his bedroom window in the borough of Bromley, not far from the part of London where his father worked in a furniture store. Confidence, not nervousness, was more his style. 

His antique business covered a wide spectrum, from Louis XIV furniture to Tiffany glass to Renaissance paintings to statuary from Tutankamun’s tomb. It is true that along the way he may have handled some items whose origin could not be strictly accounted for. This had begun with his access to looted Nazi art and had more or less continued ever since. But his clients were understanding. They recognized that some things could only be attained in a certain manner and they were quite willing to abide by the unstated but recognized rules, the most important one being, keep your mouth shut.

Years before, when he conducted business in London he’d let greed overcome his intelligence. And now he might have done it again. Too irresistible. But stupid, stupid, stupid, he told himself. Most of what he’d sold Mergenthaler had been genuine. But then he had slipped in a fake Tintoretto and a more modern Picasso without a problem. 

The sudden ring of the telephone startled him.

“Mr. Blather?”

“Yes.”

“This is Landis Kalem, Mr. Mergenthaler’s secretary.”

“Yes?”

“Mr. Mergenthaler would like you to come to his home this evening at 7 PM.”

Blather felt a ringing in his ears. “Tonight?”

“Yes. This evening. 7 PM. Is that satisfactory?”

“Of course. I shall be there.”

“Good.” The phone clicked.

Now what? What was there to do? He could try claiming that he had been a victim himself. Had no idea anything was fraudulent. Offer to repay. It hadn’t worked in London. But it might work here. After all, there was no publicity. No stories in the media. No one had been caught for forging masterpieces or faking antiquities.

Not yet, anyway. He realized now how very important that was. It was one loophole he had to close immediately. He had to make contact with his current forger of paintings. First, have him cease working on the latest forgery, a cubist work in the style of Braque. Then get him to understand that he had better keep his mouth shut or the consequences would be dire. Better yet. He would give the man money to leave town. And as quickly as possible, meaning right now. He was sure he could convince him, although the forger was a rather peculiar individual, given to odd behavior. Cormac had visited him once and found him painting in the nude. But what artist was without eccentricities? 

As far as his man in Jerusalem was concerned, he was anything, if not prudent, and would do all in his power to quash any investigation.

He picked up the phone to call the artist and put it down. Better to do this in person. He thought about locking up right away, then decided against it. He would wait until later. He would see the painter first, and proceed to Mergenthaler. That way he would have an opportunity to dine. He didn’t function well on an empty stomach. 

Customers coming in made the time pass more easily. Several hours later he was preparing to leave when the door opened and a man entered. Cormac had installed a bell on the door that jingled when it was opened. He thought it was a nice old-fashioned touch. It was dusk and he hadn’t yet turned on the lights so it was difficult to make out what the person looked like. 

The man approached him. He wore a cap pulled down and a scarf that covered the lower half of his face. “Good evening, Mr. Blather.”

The man’s voice was muffled by the scarf but he seemed to have an accent that Cormac couldn’t quite place. There was something familiar about him. “Yes?” he said. 

The man pulled the scarf down so that his face was exposed.

“What are you doing here?” Cormac said. “I thought—“

“I came to do something I should have done a long time ago.” the man said, and his hand came out of his pocket with a rapid movement.

Cormac felt something sting him in the chest. First, surprise. Then he felt an enormous pain and realized he’d been stabbed. There was another thrust, then another, and another. He opened his mouth to say something, but no sound emerged. He crumpled to the floor and was still, the pain gradually diminishing. He didn’t understand why this man had attacked him. Why? He thought. I hardly know him. 

 He had no more time to think because in another moment he was dead.

The killer went to the door and turned the sign hanging there to show that the store was closed. He locked the door, then dragged the body so that it was out of sight. There was a trail of blood on the floor. He didn’t worry about footprints because he’d worn plastic booties over his shoes. Next he went to Cormac’s small office and switched on the desk lamp. He had no need to be concerned about fingerprints either because he had taken the precaution of wearing disposable gloves. The coat he wore would be disposed of as well. He ignored the file cabinets and the drawers of the desk. He looked at what was on top of the desk but did not find what he was looking for. He went back to the shop and took a small flashlight out of his pocket. He sent the beam over the walls. He still did not find the object of his search. He went back to the office and threw the light on the walls near the desk. “Ah,” he muttered. “I should have looked here first.” He took a painting off the wall. It was not more than eight inches square. He held it under the light so he could look at it. The painting was a miniature version of Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus where the nude Venus is standing on a shell, emerging from the pale blue sea from which she was born. It was a masterful piece of work. Even in that light he could see the incredible detail and beauty of the original. Only the signature was not that of Botticelli. 

He turned off the lamp and left the store, holding the painting flat against his body with one hand to keep it as hidden from view as possible.

The bell jingled when he closed the door but no one was there to hear it.
