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“Now listen lady…” he said pointing a finger in her direction, “I’m not gonna go down that way. It’s insane!”

She stood still for a moment, rain pouring down on her, backpack in one hand, a half smoked cigarette in the other. She was, as far as he could tell, unimpressed by the decided manner in which he expressed his frustration. Then, with a sublime gesture of indifference, she threw the cigarette in the mud and stepped on it, crushing it down with her heavy boot.


“The map says it’s that way,” she replied coldly, then started walking down the muddy path.


Indiana Jones pushed his hat further down, in a vain atempt to shield himself from the rain, then turned slowly, and, with an almost disgusted expression on his face, followed her.


“I have a really bad feeling about this…”

~*~


He had always hated the first class of each semester. He hated the introductive speeches, the schedules needed to be worked out, the new syllabi, and, morst of all, the new names to remember. It wasn’t that he hated it, actually, but it just rubbed him the wrong way. 

And, if first days were generally bad, this Monday had proven to be a disaster. He’d forgotten the papers needed in his office, taken the books for the wrong course, and upon entering the classroom, discovered, to his eternal despair, that all his students were female. By the end of the lecture he had managed to spot, much to his relief, the only male in the class: a shy boy who looked 14, sitting in the last row with an eager, and somewhat stupid, smile plastered all over  his pimpled face.


But, in spite of his discovery, he was positive the day could not get any worse. Then again, it was only 11:45 in the morning.
~*~


The path was dark and narrow, and they had to hack their way through. Half an our into it, he was beginning to feel sure that this was, in fact, not a path at all, but a cruel and twisted joke meant to torture him even further as his horrible week advanced. He managed to keep quiet though, hacking through the dense vegetation in a vain attempt to make way for both the insane – 
for he was sure by now she was, in fact, clinically insane – woman he had the misfortune of accompanying, and their two guides leading a thin, half dead llama ladden with supplies.


Now that he thought about it, he decided while turning briefly to check on the llama and the two men, they weren’t much help at all. At least, not when it came to finding places. About 20 miles out of the village they blanked, and now, a day and a half later, they seemed to have even less of an idea of where they were going than he did.

She seemed to know though.

~*~


The fist thing he noticed about her as he saw her in the gloom of his office, dressed in a white suit and matching hat and shoes, was that she wasn’t exactly beautiful. At least, not in the way women are supposed to be beautiful.


She was seated on the terribly uncomfortable chair he had placed in front of his desk, leggs crossed, one hand holding a cigarette, the other resting elegantly in her lap.

“How can I help you?” he said in a grumpy tone he hadn’t exactly intended while laying the books down and circling the desk to finally settle in his own uncomfortable chair.


She raised her eyes from under the large brimmed hat she wore, as if realizing for the first time she wasn’t alone in the room, and, putting out the cigarette, extended a gloved hand in his direction.


“Mae…Mae Lartigue. My father was...” she said turning her head and eyes for a fraction of a second, “or rather, I hope he still is, Jaques Lartigue, the…”


“… the famous archeologist.” Indiana interrupted her extending his hand in return to her salute. “I know his work. We’ve met a couple of times over the years. He specialized in pre-colonial South American history, right?”

She shook her head, somewhat startled by his recognition, but quickly recomposed herself and, with an elegant gesture, took out a cigarette and lit it, delicately cupping the flame. Indiana measured her again, from head to toe, not exactly knowing what to make of her, and decided that, while not classically beautiful, there was most definitely something about her that he couldn’t quite grasp yet.

He wiped the smug smile of his face when she raised her head exhaling the smoke in his direction.


“I hope you don’t mind my smoking in your office,” she said in a tone that made him realize she didn’t really give a damn whether he minded or not.


“Go right ahead…”

~*~


“It shouldn’t be far from here. I can almost sense it!” Mae called from about a hundred feet ahead, rain dripping from her hat on the smallish leather jacket she wore.


“Yeah, well, I’m glad, because I can’t sense anything at the moment, except an irresistible urge to turn around!” he yelled back, his mood still as miserable as the weather.


Had it not been pouring since early morning, he might have liked the view. Mountains on both sides, a deep valley, beautifully green, and their narrow path taking them higher with each mile. And it wasn’t so much that he wanted to turn back, but she unnerved him in a way that 
made him feel unconfortable. Her no-nonsese attitude, and that utter confidence in the maddness they were pursuing made him question his own reasoning. Who was the bigger fool after all? She, for insisting they undertook this venture, or he, for following her. Plus, it really irked him he felt like that. It just wasn’t his style; nor had he been intimidated by anyone before. Let alone a woman. But this whole week so far had been an utter disaster… How could this possibly end well?

They kept pushing through the vegetation, in the hope of finally spotting the rock. If they were on the right track, they should see it soon. And if the map had  been right.
~*~


“I am not sure I am doing the right thing,” she started shifting slightly in the chair in a gesture of nervousness, “but I don’t know who else to turn to.”

He followed her as she spoke, the bright red of her lips almost hipnotizing him. Then his eyes moved as she turned to take out a small package from her white purse she had placed next to her on the chair.

“My father has been in Peru for the last 10 months, and, for the past 5, I have had no news of him… Except for this.” She extended the package with one hand over the desk, in his direction, while the other was holding her still burning cigarette. “It came a two days ago, and frankly, I don’t know what to make of it.”

Indiana took the package, and, after carefully removing the brown wrapping paper, took out its few contents: a short note, apparenly scribbled in haste on a map of some kind, and a small sqare stone, aparently jade, with three niches on one side, and two on the reverse.  He weighed the stone in one hand, then the other, then placed it on the desk. It felt old, very old, but there were no apparent signs of wear, nor could he pinpoint its possible source. The map was a quick copy. Or at least, that’s what the scribbled not on top of it said. The original had been lost. It showed the way to something that he made out to be a temple of some kind, Inca, by the looks of it, through a valley between two mountains, one shaped like the back of a llama, the other giving the strange impression that someone had cut its top off with an axe. Near the drawing of the temple, a head-shaped rock stood guardian at the crossing of two paths. There was no other indication on the map, except for a small arrow pointing north.

Mae let him examine the map in silence, cigarette still in her hand, whisps of smoke surrounding her. She shifted the weight off her right leg to her left, as Indiana turned the map around for the fifth time, then, when he appeared to have been done examining the contents of the package, she spoke softly.


“My father believed the map leads to hidden Inca gold. The stone is the key to it.”
~*~


The rock looked smaller than he had expected it to be. It was indeed shaped like a head of some kind, and was placed at the crossing of two paths, as on the map, but in spite of the overwhelming evidence which came to support the validity of the map, he still felt uneasy about the venture. 
Mae turned to him, smug grin on her face. Indiana found himself wishing he could say something to wipe it off her face, but nothing appropriate came to mind. She had been sure all along her father hadn’t hallucinated it all during one of his way too many opium trips. He shrugged, and motioned for her to move forward, on the left hand path, following the directions.


The two guides followed cautiously, llama in tow. He was afraid, as he always had been with the natives, that they’d be spooked by something and would take off, leaving them in the middle of the peruvian jungle with a llama older than his dead grandfather and a bunch of supplies they were unable to carry on their own. It wouldn’t have been the first time. But the two men followed them without asking any questions, and refrained from even glancing at the stone head. 


Judging by the scale of the map, they should start looking for the temple, if it still stood, after about five miles.


Indiana looked back again, this time at the path they had left, and drawing a deep breath of air, as if preparing to dive under water, took his first steps down the new path they had found.


The uneasy feeling still hadn’t left him.

~*~

“So he’s dead…” Mae said slowly, the coldness issuing from her voice sending a shiver down his spine. She took out a cigarette and lit it, turning away from the small grave of the man who had been her father.

They had arrived in Peru two days earlier, and managed to trace Jaques Lartigues steps from Lima to a god-forsaken village somewhere in the mountains. It took two days, three delapidated busses, a car he still wasn’t sure how come didn’t fall appart at the first gust of wind, and a pair of donkeys to get where they were now: in front of Jaques Lartigue grave.

One of the villagers who had been hired by Lartigue told them in broken English the old man had been ill for quite some time before passing away. He didn’t know what befell him, but it looked like some kind of fever. Before he died, about a month ago, he had asked for a pen and paper, and posted the package Mae had received. None of the villagers knew what the package had contained, nor did they know what Lartigue had wanted in these parts of the country. He had hired three men on arrival, to guide him to the mountains, but illness took him before they could leave. 

They burried him in the village cemetery, his name misspelled on a croocked wooden cross.


“I’m sorry for your loss…” Indiana managed to say, thoughts of his own floating back into his mind. They hadn’t seen each other in a long while, but after the whole grail bussiness, they were at least on speaking terms. He will call when they got back, he promissed himself.

Mae shrugged and started walking away from the grave, heading toward the gate of the cemetery.


“We need to find two men to help us get to the temple. I’m gonna finish what my father had started.”

~*~

Indiana stopped in front of the temple, hands on his hips, his fedora, and the thick foliage of the trees, shilding his eyes from the now blazing sun. 


The temple was covered in vegetation, delapidated and barely standing, but it was there, just like the map had predicted it would be. The building itself, or rather, what was left of it, looked decidedly Inca, but there was something about it that was foreign. He couldn’t quite place it, nor was he sure he had seen anything like that before, but it felt familiar in all its foreigness. 


“Don’t try to place it…” Mae said crushing yet another stump of cigarette under her boot. “It’s not local…”

He turned around to look her in the eyes, and all of a sudden realized that whatever he had been well within his rights to feel uneazy about her. 

“You lied to me…” he closed in on her, finger pointing in her face. 


“Not really… not about everything…” she said glancing sideways, then turned to face him and defiantly lit another cigarette.


“Oh, don’t come to me with that. You lied, and now we’re here, in the middle of nowhere…” he stopped shifting the weight off his left leg to the right. “Is it real? The gold? Is there anything in there beside what I can see? What is it you’re not telling me?”


Mae looked him straight in the eyes, blinked a couple of times, then, after blowing the smoke in his face, stumped out the remainder of the cigarette.


“I’ve told you everything you needed to know at the time. Yes… Jaques Lartigue was my father, and yes, there is something inside that temple. Only…” she stopped briefly, “it’s not exactly a gold… not in the sense you’re thinking about it, anyway.”


“Then, if you don’t mind my asking, in what other possible sense?”

“It’s another map… and a key…”


“A map… and a key…” he repeaded trying to work out the implications of what he had heard. “Look,” he said after a few seconds, still puzzled, “you’re either going to tell me everything, or I’m taking the two amigos over there and the llama and leaving you in the middle of the peruvian jungle to sort this matter out on your own.”

Mae took out the key from her jacket pocket, and handed it to him. 


“There are nine keys. Each different, each unique. Each a part of the whole. Each hidden in a different location spread across the globe. I have this one, and one other my father discovered over the years. When put together, they form both the map, and the key to the library of Atlantis.

Indiana stepped back, not knowing what to make of the information he was receiving.


“That’s a fairy-tale … a story… a myth at best. Atlantis itself if a myth…”


“Look,” she planted her feet firmly in front of him. “I’m not expecting you to believe me right away, but at least let me finish.”


“Okay… fine…it’s isn’t like this week can possibly get any worse.”


“When Atlantis sank, the few survivors took with them part of the knowledge of the ancients. They placed it in a library of some sort… Ancient wisdom, secrets, whatnot. To prevent the knowledge from falling into the wrong hands…


“… they each hid their own key, their Atlantis stone, somewhere else, and only the worthy who manage to put together the puzzle of both the key’s location, and that offered by the keys themselves, can get to the library. I know… I’ve read this fairy-story. You are telling me 
now that this is true. That your father had discovered two of the keys, and this is the second I’m holding.”


“Yes… yes…” she nodded, showing, for the first time since he met her, some kind of emotion other than indifference or smugness. “Only, each key you find is also the key to the next one. You have to find them in the right order…”

“Okay… okay… I get it now. What I still don’t get is why you didn’t tell me that from the beginning.”


“I had to make sure you could be trusted.”


“Makes sense…” he admited, then turned away. “Now, while I don’t fully trust you. I suggest we recover that third key of yours and the hell out of here. I have a really bad feeling about this place…”
~*~


The inside of the temple was as cold and damp as he had expected it to be. There was a long corridor leading to the main hall, mostly covered in cobwebs and overgrown with the green of the jungle. They had managed to hack their way through it with no problems, and, in spite of his foreboding, no traps laid in their way.


The hall was large but not very tall, with thick pillars sustaining it. Most of the roof was gone, parts of what had fallen off sticking out of the water covering the entire area where the flood had been. The larger blocks formed funnily laid out stepping stones, which looked almost intentionaly placed to lead to the altar in the middle of the hall.


“I think that’s where it is…” Mae whispered as if afraid someone might over hear her, and pointed to the stone box placed on top of the altar.


“There’s a good chance you’re right. Stay here,” he motioned pushing her back slightly with one hand, and pushing the fedora back with the other. He could feel her quietly protesting, but gave her no heed. This was the job he knew how to handle best.


He jumped on the first stepping stone, almost losing his balance. For whatever reason he had the feeling that falling in the water was probably not a good idea. He could see Mae lighting a cigarette with the corner of his eye. Maybe this wasn’t such a brilliant plan. He was heavier after all, and, over the course of their journey, she had proven to be quite skillful at keeping her balance. Too late now…

The second and third stepping stones had been easier to jump to. They were larger, and somewhat smoother, with less moss and slippery stuff on them. As he advanced, he realized that it was probably a very very bad idea indeed to fall into the water, as  it appeared to be crawling with either abnormally large fish, abnormally small crocodiles, or snakes. Neither of which comforted him in any way. 


On the last stepping stone he almost slipped again. He groped for something to get a hold of, but there was nothing around. Mae called out something, but he couldn’t make it out. 


And then, finally, the altar. He remained motionless for a few seconds, trying to figure out the best way to remove the stone box without starting any kind of funky trap the Incas, and not only, seemed to be so fond of. Then, after turning to wave that everything seemed okay, he started walking around the altar, looking for a possible trigger mechanism. There was nothing he could see, at least not on the outside. 

“I’m gonna take it,” he called out to Mae. “If I say ‘run’, you run as fast as your feet can carry you, do you hear me?”


“Yes Jones… I hear you,” came the echoed answer.


Slowly, carefully, he opened the lid of the box, wanting to make sure the key they were looking for was indeed there. The small square piece of jade was indeed in the  box, looking out at him after hundred of years of abandonment. He smiled… So far, so good. Then, just as slowly as he had opened the lid, he picked the box up, with both hands, head bent to one side, looking underneath for the trap mechanism he couldn’t find anywhere else.  


He lifted the box completely now, and  it felt much lighter than he had thought it possible for a stone box to be. 


“I’ve got it…” he called out to Mae, eyes still on the altar. 


And that’s when the stones started to sink in the murky water below. 


He turned as quickly as he could, starting to jump on the dissapearing stepping stones. 


“Bad idea… very very bad idea… Ruuuuuuuuun!”

~*~


“You know,” she said softly, “I thought, for a second or two, you were a gonner.”


“Well, you know me…”


“Actually, I don’t… not really… not yet,” she whispered smiling and threw her cigarette on down, stumping it out with her shoe.


They were standing near the docks, the sun sinking slowly under the watery horizon. She was wearing a light blue suit, and a large brimmed hat, and standing with one hand on the railing, ready to board ship.

“So… when and where?” he asked placing one hand on his fedora to keep it from being flown away by the ocean’s breeze.


“I don’t know… I’ll find you. First, I have to take my father home. It’s what he’d want me to do.” She looked at the steemer behind her, closing her eyes for a second, as if the image of his coffin among the cargo crates gave her the chills.


“I have the third Atlantis stone… can’t go anywhere without me.”


“I know…” she smiled raising an eyebrow strategically. “Not that I’d want to…”


He stood on the dock, hand still holding the fedora, watching her her board her ship. The sun was almost completely gone, swallowed by the waves, and he smiled smugly at it. Then, with his free hand, he reached in his pocket and took out the small jade stone. Such a small thing…

She will find him when she’ll be ready. He was sure of it.
