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Now You Sea God

A Josh Katzen Collection

T. Lee Harris


Now You Sea God, Now You Don’t

The water was almost too hot. Josh Katzen sighed happily and slid down into the bath until the herb-scented suds leftover from the body wash lapped at his chin, and his long, sandy-colored hair floated free around his shoulders. Since the tub was small, this made his knees poke out of the warm frothiness into the cool air of the bathroom. He groaned, tucked his legs around in a pseudo-lotus position and settled in for a soak. He loved his work as an archaeological artist and photographer, but this was one pleasure he missed when he was on the dig site in Peru. Sure, a couple times a season, he had a foray into Trujillo, and there was always the hotel in the nearby town of Piedras Rojas. Both were nice, but they weren’t home.

Closing his eyes, he pushed all thoughts of pencils, brushes, artifacts and dust from his head. He willed his body to relax, to—downstairs, a pot lid rattled. He opened one eye. The chicken had been simmering for better than thirty minutes, surely the pan would be way too hot….

The deep KLOOONNNG of a heavy Revere Ware lid hitting the kitchen floor launched him from the bath and toward the door with a bellow. Pausing only to jam his arms into his ratty kimono, he pelted down the stairs. “Damn you! All of you! This I didn’t miss in Peru!”

The kitchen was empty except for the pan lid rocking gently on the linoleum. A splotchy trail of broth led into the living room, across the parquet floor and under the couch—which was growling….

Dropping to hands and knees, he peered under and met a pair of unblinking, unrepentant green eyes. Boudicca. Of course. Their stare-off lasted until the little calico cat broke cover and tried to dart past him, clutching her prize of a still-steaming chicken wing in her teeth. He was ready for it and snagged her by the scruff of the neck, pinning her to the floor and snatching the piece of chicken. She sat up, irritably ruffling black-smudged apricot fur. Hearing small sounds behind him, he turned to find the two male cats, Whozits and Flash, had finally oozed out of their hidey holes and were busily lapping up the broth their sister had so thoughtfully provided.

“Cats. Why do I even like you?” He shook the mauled chicken wing at them. “Well, this you forfeit, cat creeps.”

As he stood to toss the wing in the trash, his gaze fell on the light table and the unfinished drawing surrounded by glossy photographs of the gleaming mask of the Moche sea god. The golden splendor drew him to it as surely as the fragrant chicken broth drew the cats.

Another cat snarled out from the illustration board and the photos. A feline face of pure gold with startling blue eyes, baring inlaid teeth. Eight octopus tentacles ending in tongue-flicking snakeheads surrounded the face. A riveting piece with a convoluted history, it was made to adorn a pre-Colombian Moche king and had been looted from a northern Peruvian tomb sometime in 1988. It then disappeared, only to be recovered by Scotland Yard from a dusty file cabinet in the offices of a prestigious London law firm almost twenty years later. Where had it been? No one knew—or was saying. If only the mask could talk…ah, who was he fooling? It probably wouldn’t tell. It was part cat, after all.

Now the mask was on its way back home to Peru, where it would take a place of honor in the Museo Nacional. It was his good fortune that the piece was making a brief stopover in Chicago. The powers that be had tapped the Field Museum’s expert metal conservator, Dr. Morton Flores, to do an analysis of its condition and make recommendations for its conservation. It also put the mask in range for Katzen to request permission to photograph it.

He’d practically had to stand on his head to get that permission, too. Luckily, his working relationship with Dr. Avi Rosenberg and the ongoing archaeological excavation at Piedras Rojas in Peru carried a lot of weight with the museum directors. The only snag was that Morty Flores didn’t like him much. That was okay; he wasn’t a charter member of the Flores fan club, either. There was no real reason for it, nothing definite he could pin down, but something about the man sent his hackles up. He grinned. Maybe Morty felt the same way.

It didn’t matter anyway. He didn’t sign Flores’ paycheck any more than Morty signed his. Come to that, he didn’t have much of a paycheck in the off-seasons unless he sold his work. The museum board had okayed his request, in spite of Morty’s objections, and the drawing he was making from those photos would be a welcome addition to his growing portfolio.

He replaced the lid on the pot, secured it, then hurried upstairs to dress. At the rate the cats were going, there wouldn’t be much to clean when he got back down. That was fine. What he really wanted was to get back to the drawing.

*

The piece was progressing well. Josh alternated between staring at it from the kitchen door and dropping fresh-cut dumplings in boiling chicken broth.

His composition set the mask against a mud brick wall and offset it with a few pots from roughly the same era. It was working, but…maybe a little more dark to the right and the bottom? It needed more weight. The insistent chime of the doorbell pulled him reluctantly away, wiping floury hands on a dish towel.

There was a time when finding Colonel Vaughn DeVries of U.S. Military Intelligence standing on his doorstep might have elicited a different response. That was a long time ago. Today all he could muster was: “Oh shit.”

“Hi, Katzen, good to see you, too.” Seeing no move to let him in, DeVries continued, “That gold mask you took pictures of on Wednesday disappeared out of the museum workshop last night.”

“I didn’t do it.”

“Man, that’s a reflex.”

Josh thudded his head against the doorframe. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.” He stood back to let the colonel in.

The kitchen was comfortably warm after the crisp autumn afternoon. Josh headed to the stove where the pot steamed delicious smells into the air. He pulled a round loaf of bread from the oven, deposited it on a cooling rack and turned back to his visitor. “Okay. I am very upset that the mask has gone missing again. Permit me an Indiana Jones moment when I say that piece doesn’t belong in a private collection; it belongs in a museum. I take it from the fact I’m not hearing ten types of screaming, that it’s being hushed up—for now?”

DeVries nodded. “No one outside of the museum staff knows about it—well, other than us, and we don’t count.”

“Translation: no one has told the Peruvian government about it, yet.”

DeVries shrugged. “Ain’t no need to start an international incident, now is there? The museum would like to get to the bottom of it quietly and Uncle Sam hopes to oblige. The brass saw you’d been to the workshop earlier and took pics of the thing. They figured you could poke around and see if anything looks different.”

“You mean other than the sea god mask being gone?”

“Yeah, other than that.” DeVries eyed him. “What are you so pissy about? You’ve done this before.”

“That was someone else entirely. I’m not that person any more, remember? I’m simply Joshua Aaron Katzen, humble, yet lovable artist. Going in there as a special investigator would kinda screw that pooch raw, don’t you think?”

“Shoo, it’s nothing like that! We worked too hard to build your new identity to mess it up.”

Some of Katzen’s tension flowed away.

“We thought a private look, maybe?”

Katzen shrugged. “Well, as long as the museum folks are on board, I suppose—”

“Ummmmm. About that…the museum won’t exactly know you’re there.”

The silence in the kitchen was broken only by the rattle of the dumpling pot lid until, “Ooooooooh. You simply want me to break into the museum for you? Well why didn’t you say so?” He folded his arms. “No.”

“It’s an unusual circumstance.”

“No.”

“We need your special talents.”

“That’s what you said the last time.”

“And it worked fine the last time, didn’t it?”

Josh stared open-mouthed for a beat, then turned abruptly and jabbed viciously at the contents of the pot with a wooden spoon. There wasn’t a lot in the events of his last favor for the Pentagon that he could pin the label “fine” on.

DeVries lifted hands in surrender. “Hey, don’t blame me, man. It’s an official request. I’m only the messenger. The Peruvians just got their shiny doohickey back. It would look pretty bad for Uncle Sam if that same shiny doohickey went missing on American soil right now.”

“You’ll explain this to the museum officials if I get caught, of course.”

DeVries snorted. “You only got caught once.”

“And I’ve been paying for it for twenty years, give or take.”

DeVries had no response to that. Instead, the Intelligence officer rested his shoulders against the doorframe and took the opportunity to look the place over. He had worked with Katzen before, but that was in Peru, where they were both off their home turf. This was DeVries’ first opportunity to view the critter in its own den. He concluded it was a pretty nice den.

The house itself was a simple floor plan, but Josh had put his unmistakable stamp on it with a decor heavy on ancient artifacts, paintings and carvings. It more resembled a small museum than your average suburban Chicago residence. DeVries found himself wondering how many of the objects were real and how many were Katzen’s own work. Hard to tell. From what he’d heard, it was sometimes even hard for the experts to tell. Josh Katzen was an even better forger than he was a thief.

Seeing the half-finished piece on the board, he stopped, then walked slowly over to it. After a moment, he said, “Wow. That’s it, ain’t it? The doohickey?”

“Yeah. Pretty amazing, huh? And these photos? They fall way short of the reality.”

DeVries frowned. “Josh, I know you’re reluctant—and I understand where you’re coming from. General Fuller does, too. Trouble is, if you don’t help right now—right when it’s happened, this guy might disappear again. Who knows for how long this time?”

Josh sighed. “I know.”

“You’ll do it?”

The artist’s gaze swept the comfortable studio space, the cats crashed out in a furry heap on the couch, the bookcases lining the big room—and his frown deepened. “Why is it that the greater good always has the potential to ruin my life?”

DeVries looked like he was holding his breath until Katzen said, “Yeah, I’ll do it.”

“Awesome! It’s gonna work great, you’ll see. This will make the folks in DC real happy.” He paused. “You gonna cut that bread or what?”

*

Katzen glided down the darkened stairway and stepped into the hall. It had been too easy to get in. He’d have to find a way to point out the vulnerability. Granted, special skills were needed to do what he’d done, but he wasn’t the only person around with those skills. He knew that all too well. People with his skills didn’t usually mess with museums, though. The items in museum collections were too well known and once you got in, there were so many things that could go wrong—like the light being on in Flores’ office and the door being open to the hall.

He stepped deeper into the shadows, fuming. Damn the man. The bastard had been making his life miserable from the git-go. His concern was understandable, but the way he’d fluttered and mother-henned the mask, it was a wonder that Josh had gotten a single decent photo of it. And the assistant! It was amazing, but Flores had managed to find an assistant even more annoying than himself. The kid, John Pennington, was a grad student who was learning hands-on conservation techniques at the museum. The day of the shoot, he was supposed to have been cleaning plaster casts of Egyptian statuary in the museum’s collection. “Supposed to be” were the operant words. What he’d actually done was constantly question Josh’s lighting setup, positioning of the mask and choice of cameras. It had been hard, but Katzen had finally managed to shut out the droning critique and hit the zone where he and the Moche sea god were alone. Then it flowed. Then it was right, and he shot a full memory stick before the spell broke.

He smiled to himself. Notice if anything in the workshop was different? Like he’d noticed the workshop. Still, he’d lay money that the mask never left the museum. The mask was big, more than five feet at its widest point. It would be far easier to hide something that large right under everyone’s noses until the hooha died down. Then, you just walk out with it when they’ve given up and have moved off to beat the bushes elsewhere. Now…where would he hide something that size?

Oops. Someone was climbing the stairs in back of him.

Glancing around, he spotted a door that looked to be connected to a storeroom off the main workshop. It was unlocked, and he eeled into the dark room with its odors of plaster dust and cleaning solutions. Leaving the door open a crack, he angled for a clear view of the hall—right into something hard. He started, then recognized Bastet with her sistrum clutched to her chest. Probably the plaster cast Pennington was supposed to be cleaning while he was sloughing off bugging Josh. Grinning up into the placid face in the gloom, he breathed, “Cool. What better place for a cat burglar to take refuge?”

Hope that the footsteps would bypass the floor he was on, vanished when the stairwell door opened and John Pennington stepped into the corridor. Interesting. A grad student should have no business here this time of night. This was definitely worth watching. Pennington turned and strode purposefully for Katzen’s storeroom. Or not. Katzen ducked farther behind the goddess, frantically searching for another hiding place. His breath caught at a coarse whisper from the hall, “There you are, you little shit cake. I figured I’d catch you skulking around tonight.”

It was Morty Flores, but he wasn’t addressing Josh. If he’d been lying in wait for Pennington, it explained the burning office light. It also slid the kid’s late-night visit back into the interesting category.

The grad student’s reply sounded self-assured. “Hi, Doc. I wouldn’t call it skulking. I was just coming in to finish work on the Egyptian cat goddess. That Katzen guy’s photo shoot put me way behind and you said we needed—”

“Don’t bullshit me. What did you do with it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dr. Flores. I only came to finish—”

“Bullshit!” Flores’ rage made his voice quiver. “I don’t have time for this. Where. Is. The. Mask?”

“Look, I don’t—”

Katzen leaned forward. Yep. Definitely interesting.

Flores interrupted. “You probably think you’ve scored big. Well, you’re wrong. Look, you idiot, do you think they’d contact a student before trying the head of the department?”

Uncertainty crept into Pennington’s voice, “Uhhhh. Who’s ‘they’, Dr. Flores?”

Morty Flores never got the chance to answer as the elevator dinged and the door slid open. “Oh. Dr. Flores. Everything okay up here, sir?”

Great. One of the night watchmen. Katzen glanced up at Bastet, serene with her sistrum. Getting crowded in here.

Flores recovered well. “Yes, Hayworth, everything is fine. Pennington here came in to do some last-minute work, but it turns out it wasn’t needed. He was just heading out again.”

“Oh, okay,” Hayworth said “Want me to let you out the back way, John? Be closer than the side door you got the key for.”

From Josh’s vantage point, Pennington looked as stiff as he sounded. “Yeah, that’d be great, Hay. Thanks.”

The shadow that was Morty Flores stood motionless as the elevator door slid shut, cutting off Hayworth’s casual banter. After a moment, he barked an unpleasant laugh. “Clean the cat goddess. My ass.” He closed the storeroom door firmly and stalked back to his office, muttering to himself.

Katzen released the breath he’d been holding and sagged against the goddess’ unyielding leg. Close one. Some people got off on the adrenaline rush from encounters like that. He didn’t. He listened as Flores paced and muttered in his office. Not good. It was only a matter of time before he came back this way. He sounded angry enough, he’d probably launch a search of his own. He obviously didn’t know where the piece was and sounded convinced Pennington did. Well, the kid could have been there to finish cleaning the cast. Yeah. He could have…nah. Josh grinned, patted his protectress and slid out into the hall. If he hustled, he could make it down to the side lot in time for Pennington to be escorted out.

*

In the parking lot, Pennington behaved oddly. He seemed normal as he waved goodnight to the security guard and strolled across the macadam. As soon as the door closed and he deemed himself alone, though, he scowled and veered off toward the street. He never went near a car. Instead, he wandered, at times aimlessly, at times feinting back toward the museum, then stopping abruptly and walking away again. Josh was considering the benefits of a nice, solid brick when the man reached some sort of internal decision and headed off with a purpose. Josh struck out behind him, keeping to the shadows, cursing Vaughn DeVries soundly both for roping him into this and just for general principle.

The graduate student’s path took him to a crowded nightspot, a multilevel bar popular with the college crowd. Katzen trailed him through several areas, bought a watered-down scotch and followed some more. Finally, they wound up in a central open-air courtyard where the music from the various stages met in a mishmash of semi-identifiable sound, and the surrounding shrubbery gave a false sense of privacy. All in all, a good place for a meet. Too good, in fact. Whoever chose this place, he’d be willing to bet it wasn’t Pennington. His target moved farther into the hedge maze. Katzen took the high road, mounting the stairs for the wooden catwalks that crisscrossed the gardens.

For a moment, he thought he’d lost his mark, but then spotted Pennington talking to two tall, dark men near the center fountain. Edging closer, he could tell the conversation was going badly. The kid’s self-assurance was starting to slip, and the two men were getting edgy. Not good. Suddenly Pennington stiffened and Katzen saw the glint of steel through the darkness. General Fuller would kill him if he let the quarry go down like that. He didn’t even want to consider what the Pentagon brass monkeys would say. Without a second thought, he moved directly over the tableaux, swung a leg onto the rail and dropped over the side.

The man with the knife oofed and flattened under Katzen’s weight. Katzen came up with a fist under the other man’s chin, using his momentum as he sprang to his feet for extra force. The man staggered backward and Josh brought his foot against the side of his head for good measure. Both men were down, but they wouldn’t be for long. He grabbed Pennington’s jacket and pelted down the graveled path toward the street, dragging the student behind him.

Pennington never lost his deer-in-the-headlights look as Katzen towed him across the street and down an alley where they came to a breathless stop. Katzen glanced over his shoulder.

The student goggled, “Who—Josh?”

“Shut up, and that’s Mr. Katzen to you.” He glanced over his shoulder again. They weren’t following. Yet. Turning back, he demanded, “Where’d you leave your car?”

“But….”

“You didn’t skateboard here tonight. Where did you park?”

“A block behind the
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