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​Chapter 1  Taxi!
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As J.M. Zodiac made his way across the foyer of the Palacio hotel, he took another incredulous look at himself in the nearby mirror. Not just matching beige shirt and trousers but a wide brimmed fedora hat to really achieve that action adventurer look. Perfect attire for visiting an ancient Inca archaeological excavation site on the outskirts of Lima, Peru.

This is exactly where I want to be, he thought to himself as he pushed through the revolving door and out onto the busy, sun-drenched boulevard.

However, since starting the short walk to the taxi rank, a sense of unease soon manifested itself. The sleek black car waiting across the street, the same one that he had seen at the airport the day before, had started to crawl forward since he exited the hotel.

Zodiac tried to not let his imagination spoil the day as he was enjoying life. It was his new private eye agency’s third case; all he had to do was visit an archaeological dig, collect an Amber Key artifact, then return it to London. What could possibly go wrong? Well, quite a lot really, if his first two cases are anything to go by. At just 24 years of age, Zodiacs’ boundless, youthful enthusiasm tended to collide with his lack of experience with chaotic results, but he was determined to put all that behind him and complete this straightforward case without disruption.

On arriving at the taxi rank, Zodiac watched as patrons were served one after the other by the kerbside arrival of Mercedes after Mercedes, and so his chin understandably dropped and heart sank when his taxi ride eventually presented itself; a pale blue, 30-year-old Citroen 2CV which putted to a squeaky, smoky stop in front of him.

The thin corrugated steel body looked flimsy perched up on its narrow, disclike toy wheels but with no other taxis joining the rank, there was no option but to accept. Zodiac took a deep breath and approached the taxi which looked more battered and rustier the closer he got. The driver, a portly, elderly man with grey hair and rugged unshaven looks, offered huge eyes accentuated by the extra thick lenses in his wireframe glasses.

“Buenos días, señor. Where to?” he asked, his accent strong, but any degree of English a relief to Zodiac.

“Archaeological dig just outside the city, near La Molina,” Zodiac replied, sliding his tall, slim frame into the narrow, canvas backseat that more accurately resembled a deck chair than a car seat.

The driver complied and with the characteristic whir of the imaginary rubber bands that drove such an engine, the little car eased away into the busy, midday Lima transit flow.

Ever alert, spinning round to look over his shoulder, Zodiac spied the black BMW follow them out into traffic. The Citroen’s succession of left and right turns confirmed Zodiac’s fears as the BMW continued to follow.

“We need to lose the black BMW” a now pensive Zodiac urged his driver, but as he turned in his seat to face front he inadvertently sat on the handle of an umbrella left behind by a previous passenger. This caused the tip of the umbrella to rise up and poke the driver right in the middle of his back, easily felt through the thin canvas seat. To the driver it was certain to be the muzzle of a pistol. 

The driver’s eyebrows and hands shot up immediately.

“Two hands on the wheel, and hurry up we need to lose them, there’s a good chap” Zodiac’s tone more forceful now.

Nodding his head and grabbing the wheel, the driver, now entirely motivated by the believed pistol digging in his ribs, floored the gas, spun the wheels and shot between two trucks. The implausible gap resulted in giving a glancing blow on either side. Not content with removing his door handles and wing mirrors he raced forward. Zodiac, now watching through parted fingers that surrounded his wide eyes, felt certain that was a red light that they had driven straight through but somehow there was no contact with cross traffic as vehicles missed them by inches. 

The tiny car weaved in and out between cars before mounting the pavement of a large square whose centrepiece was a ground-level water fountain. The soaking wet pavement surface shimmered in the sun as the blue car treated onlookers to a series of pirouettes, Zodiac somehow offering a smile to suggest everything was perfectly normal as they skated gracefully by.

“All very theatrical but don’t you know a less conspicuous short cut? One they can’t follow us on?” barked Zodiac, his instruction timed perfectly with the car bouncing down the kerbing to rejoin the road which caused the umbrella to give another terrifying dig in the driver’s ribs.

With’s hands clenched on the wheel, his foot jammed to the floor, the engine straining, the tiny car was forced to negotiate the narrow streets at high speed, the driver trying his hardest to conform to his passengers wishes.

“Shortcut” announced the driver excitedly as he jerked the wheel left, causing the little blue Citroen to lean over in defiance, its skinny tyres squealing. The large flights of steps before them were anticipated, but not the high levels of pedestrians that packed both staircases.

Committed now, his only alternative was to take to mounting the granite balustrade between the two staircases, but any hope of the cars pneumatic suspension saving the day were dashed as the balustrade was too narrow. Zodiac braced himself as the car’s belly scraped down the granite slope which was punctuated by a series of bronze ornaments, the first blow ripped away most of the car’s floor. The second finished the job. 

Staring down through the now open floor at the shower of sparks, Zodiac shouted to the driver “at this rate you will rip out the engine and gearbox,” then he nodded in resignation as the engine and gearbox sailed past, the final larger ornament tearing them clean off their mounts.

Zodiac shut his eyes, his knuckles whitened as he gripped the inner door handles on either side of the car and wondered how a seemingly ordinary taxi journey could turn into a runaway rollercoaster ride.

The powerless car landed on all four wheels at the foot of the steps upon which the driver yanked the wheel over to set their freewheeling trajectory on course for the dig. 

As Zodiac watched the ground rushing by under his feet, the canvas sunroof suddenly decided to participate and flew clean off. The terrified driver glanced skyward and yelled “aaaggh!” then glanced below at the road passing underneath and yelled again.

He had one more short-cut up his sleeve. Turning hard right the driver said “oops” as it clearly wasn’t the empty road he expected but instead stared at a truck heading directly for them along the narrow street, too narrow for both of them

“Two into one won’t go driver” shouted Zodiac, hurriedly.

The little car was still carrying a lot of speed and with no brakes the only option was to turn left.

Thus, the Citroen bucked and bounced down the pretty little cobbled back street.

“It’s a dead end!” screamed the driver.

“Of course it is. Why would it be anything else?” uttered Zodiac in his usual sardonic tone in the midst of disaster. 

A row of large flowerpots signalled the dead-end beyond which a drop to the road below of some 10 feet ensued. With flowers and flowerpots being thrown aside, both Zodiac and the driver let out a scream in unison as the tiny, pale blue, engineless, gearboxless, floorless and roofless Citroen flew through the air, prescribing a graceful arc. Their silent flight terminated in a mighty crash-landing narrowly missing a bus and scattering pedestrians like leaves in a breeze. The brutal impact was too much for the suspension to take, causing all four wheels to be spat out from the battered car, which slid to a final, undignified halt in a cloud of dust.

“My wife’s car!” exclaimed the driver in horror, “she will kill me...”

“Right, there is only one thing for it,” announced Zodiac in authority.

Meanwhile at the dig site, the Professor in charge of the dig, a one Ramon Posto, sat fidgety under an awning, drumming his fingers, impatient at Zodiac’s tardiness. Then he suddenly stopped still, rose from his chair and tipped his head slightly forward to peer over his sunglasses.

“I don’t believe it” he uttered, sharing his thoughts out loud.

In the distance was the bodyshell of what used to be a classic Citroen with two men inside, their heads protruding out the roof while their legs were visible underneath. They were carrying the car body as they walked and on arrival, lowered it gently to the ground.

The back door popped open and with a stoop under the door frame out came Zodiac who closed the door carefully before paying the driver adding “keep the change.”

Turning to the professor and his associates, Zodiac strode forward, arm extended ready to shake hands.

“James McCellan-Zodiac, private eye,” he announced, “at your service.” At the same time, Zodiac flipped open a leather wallet with his left hand to reveal a polished steel ‘Z’ badge. It carried no authority, but Zodiac felt it added to his credibility.

By now the taxi driver had picked up the front half of the car and was starting the long walk back to Lima, dragging the cars’ tail behind him.

“How was your trip?” Prof. Posto mischievously enquired, raising one eyebrow.

“Routine,” affirmed Zodiac, wishing to change the subject, adding “I am here to collect the Amber Key on behalf of the World Archaeological Association.”

Professor Posto nodded as he turned on his heel, beckoning to Zodiac to follow him under the large awning of the tent.

“As you will surely understand, we are not thrilled at the idea of Peruvian artifacts leaving Peru,” voiced Posto, “but we appreciate that the World Archaeological Association have funded this dig and that they have on board the most renowned expert, Mr. Otto Fritz to try to work out what the key is for.”

Zodiac, grateful to get out of the sun, replied “I fully understand your concerns, but rest assured the key will be safe at all times and will be returned to you as soon as the mystery has been solved.”

Posto then snapped his fingers at one of his assistants who disappeared into the tent, returning with a small, wooden box, placing it on the table under the awning.

This was it, mused Zodiac, clearly excited to finally see the Amber Key that he had heard so much about. Leaning over the table, Zodiac gently picked up the key, cradling it in his hands, marvelling at its workmanship, “looks like a standard tumbler actuator, surprisingly modern for such an ancient artifact.”

“That’s the key to the cupboard,” said Posto.

Posto slowly lifted the lid of the wooden box to reveal a rectangular block of solid amber, itself worth a considerable amount. Floating inside the amber was a key measuring about 4 inches in length, sporting a variety of rectangular teeth on either side.

“This is the Amber Key. We have no idea why the key should be encased in amber nor how old it is” informed Posto with a shoulder shrug.

Zodiac thought for a moment, bending over towards the key to near his gaze.

Then announced “the key is most likely made of iron or another ferrous metal and so the amber would stop it rusting away over centuries. Gold and silver would not be strong enough and, as it does not have the colour of copper, bronze or brass, you can assume it is very ancient.”

“Good Lord,” exclaimed a surprised Posto, “you are very astute, Sir.”

“I would love to have look around and see what else you have unearthed,” enthused Zodiac.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible Mr. Zodiac as we are short staffed and very busy. Perhaps some other time,” advised Posto.
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