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PART I: ANCIENT TOMBS EXHIBIT
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(Cairo Museum - Egypt)

A wild animal howl echoed throughout the museum lobby. The smug security guard looked up from behind the marble counter to see the front doors swing closed and block the angry street dog from getting inside. But he barely noticed the yelping canine. Instead Ernesto noticed the beautiful woman in her mid twenties with the shoulder length red hair approaching him.

He assumed she was a late visitor. The museum closed in a half hour and as usual he had placed the We’re Closed sign prominently across the counter top to discourage any last minute tours. She reached the counter clutching a large computer tablet and smiled, her turquoise coloured eyes full of life as she pointed sheepishly at the digital clock above and behind his bald head.

“Is it too late for me to take a quick tour of the museum?”

He smiled and trying his best to be discreet he placed the We’re Closed sign back into a drawer. Had he instead been paying attention to the security screens in front of him, he would have noticed a giant Hawaiian man carrying two large duffel bags step over a DO NOT ENTER sign and disappear into the “Ancient Tombs” exhibit on the first floor. 

“For you? Of course. I will give you the tour myself. I am Ernesto.”

“That’s wonderful! I’m especially interested in the Persian King display.”

“That’s part of our Ancient Tombs exhibit! Right this way!”

For the next ten minutes they visited a half dozen exhibits on the first floor, which included a full room dedicated to the warfare and times of Alexander the Great and a large interactive video display showing the development of the Nile River. They finally stopped in front of the “Napoleon’s Rule of Egypt" display which was right beside the Ancient Tombs exhibit. 

He quickly began describing Napoleon’s Egyptian Laws and why the life size replica of a twenty-foot crocodile behind the glass took a hundred hours to create. She gave her best beautiful smile and nodded her head as if she was listening, while at the same time she typed a quick command using the tablet’s digital keyboard. Once again, had Ernesto been paying better attention he would have noticed the red “ON” lights on every camera on every wall suddenly turn off one by one.

They left the crocodile behind and finally stepped into the “Ancient Tombs” display. The room was filled with war artifacts and ancient military scrolls thousands of years old, while in the centre was a large stone sarcophagus with a four foot tall sign explaining the remains of one of Persia’s greatest kings rested inside.

And to the right of the sarcophagus stood six foot five Travis Jagson, wearing scuba gear and fins with two duffel bags at his feet.

“Who are you? Get out of here now!”

Travis picked up one of the black duffel bags and tossed it at Amber Monette’s feet. “Sorry buddy, me an’ the pretty lady need this room. Emergency stuff.”

Ernesto pointed up at the four useless security cameras. “You’ll be in jail in minutes!”

When Travis ignored him he looked closer and realized the blinking red lights in each camera were off. As if reading his thoughts Amber said, “Ernesto, the cameras have been off for three minutes and all footage of the last hour before that erased.”

He shook his head in bewilderment then chirped back, “At least don’t touch or move anything...you might break something th-”

Travis shook his head, “I’m not gonna break anything important.”

“What! Nothing is to be-”

Travis ignored him again and with one finned foot he kicked the side of the sarcophagus!

With a loud screech the stone structure slid ten feet to the side.

Ernesto raised both hands to his sweating face in horror and was about to scream but stopped. A strange gurgling sound now filled the large room. He pulled both hands away from his eyes to see Travis looking down at the floor where the sarcophagus had once been. His curiosity greater than his paralyzing fear, Ernesto walked forward till he stood beside the giant Treasure Rebel and looked down. What he saw stunned him.

Cut into the floor was a hole roughly three feet wide and four feet long. His hands still shaking he grasped his security light and shined the beam down into the darkness. Five feet below the light illuminated slow moving water.

He then rushed over to the sarcophagus and wrenched open the lid. 

Empty. 

“But...how...where is the King?”

Amber reappeared now also wearing scuba gear over her clothes. Adjusting her tablet now secured to her arm she replied, “Real thieves stole the body over ten years ago. The sarcophagus itself isn’t even real.”

“How could you know that?”

“A man we’re trying to find is the one who stole the King’s body.” 

“So that’s what you’re trying to do right now? Recover the King?”

Travis placed a scuba mask over his eyes and replied without looking away from the opening in the floor, “Somethin’ more important.” He then placed the mouthpiece between his teeth and leaped down into the dark water.

Ernesto yelled down, “More important? Just what could that be?” 

Amber stepped to the edge and replied, “We’re going to see a friend.”
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=========================

(Underground Cairo) 

Travis and Amber kicked forward through the water filled tunnel, their dive lights piercing twenty feet ahead and illuminating the cobble stone walls and ceiling that strangely looked more European than Egyptian.  Anyone would have been intimidated traveling through the unusual secretive tunnel especially in the dark, but not them. They were amongst the greatest scuba divers in the world and knew exactly where they were headed. 

They ignored the unnerving shadows and paid no attention to four brown rats who appeared out of the murky gloom headed in the opposite direction, their tiny legs churning wildly as they swam close to the Rebels’ dive masks. Seconds later the rodents were past them and crawling into a small crevice in the tunnel wall, escaping to dry ground and much needed oxygen.

Five uneventful minutes passed before dim sunlight could be seen piercing through the black water ahead.  They were almost there. Reaching the rays of sunlight they broke the surface and effortlessly pulled themselves out of the water into a large subterranean chamber which split into three different tunnels.

Two of the tunnels were quiet. But from the tunnel to their left came the eerie sound of distant voices as if ghosts from centuries past were having an angry debate. Without hesitation they tossed their scuba gear to the stone floor and ran toward the “ghosts.”

The voices echoing off the cobblestone walls grew louder and clearer with every passing second and the glow of artificial lights began to appear ahead as the tunnel turned sharply right then left again.  They switched off their own lights and rounded the last corner...to see a large statue sitting atop a collapsible stage, while fifty men dressed in business suits sat in chairs angrily yelling while a tall man with piercing eyes behind thick glasses loudly repeated every recognized bid he heard. 

An auction. A criminal, black market, literally underground antiquities auction. 

The auctioneer and his armed “assistants” who stood near the stage froze as the two famous treasure hunters stepped into the subterranean room. A moment later every criminal turned in their seats and stared in shock and disbelieving anger. 

Another awkward moment passed until the annoyed looking auctioneer called out to them sarcastically, “What would the treasure hunters like to bid?” 

Unshaken at being recognized by a room full of dangerous thieves Travis barked back, “We’re here to see an old client.” 

Finally a middle-aged thin man wearing a silk suit sitting in the front row jumped to his feet. Sheepishly waving his arms he called out in a voice that tried to sound confident but was actually filled with embarrassment, “Carry on! Keep the auction moving! The situation is fine!” He then shuffled hurriedly towards the back as the auction restarted, knowing half the room was still watching him and the intruders.

He finally passed the last row of criminals and stopped before the two Treasure Rebels. Even in the shadows it was obvious his face had gone completely white.

Travis just stood there impassively his massive arms folded in disgust. Amber instead smiled and looking at the man in the silk suit she spoke two words. 

“Hi Randel!”

Randel King smiled back apprehensively, “Hello Miss Monette.”
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=========================

(Cairo City Streets)

Randel King’s yellow black Rolls Royce Phantom limousine with the silver doors and roof sped across one of Cairo’s main intersections. Far in the distance the Pyramids of Giza were visible above the late afternoon fog which hung above the streets. 

His hands tightly gripping the padded wheel Randel looked at Travis and Amber sitting in the back seats.

“If I may ask, how did you two get past the armed...gentlemen outside the auction?”

Amber responded matter-of-factually,“We found another tunnel in built by Napoleon’s soldier’s.”

“How lucky for both of you.”

She replied, “I didn’t see your business partner Victor at the auction.”

Randel changed lanes smoothly and answered, “He’s in Japan on his honeymoon with his new bride. I believe you met her briefly at the Great Sphinx a half year ago.”

He then sped up and continued, “How was the Congo?”

Travis noticed a collection of books resting atop the built in fridge which included a guide to investments, a study of Michelangelo’s greatest art, and surprisingly a self help book on overcoming arachnophobia.

“You wouldn’t have liked it.” 

A couple quiet moments passed then Randel got down to business, “What is this about you needing my help? I doubt a man like me could find a wild globe trotter like our friend Maddox especially since you say he disappeared three weeks ago.”

Amber tapped her tablet screen and slid the computer onto the passenger seat. “We already know where he’s heading...we just don’t know exactly where that is.”

Randel slowed the Rolls to a stop, “I don’t understand such a cryptic stateme-” He stopped as his eyes took in the screen displaying the castle drawing which Maddox had recovered from the underwater gladiator school in the Aegean Sea. 

An ominous silence filled the vehicle while Randel continued staring at the screen. Then without comment he looked back to the road and drove forward as the traffic light changed.

“What is it Randel?”

He ignored her then turned into an empty parking lot and shifted the Rolls into park. His face somehow even whiter than before he turned in his seat and anxiously handed back the tablet. “I want nothing to do with this. And neither of you want to go near that castle.”

She leaned forward and explained, “We’re pretty sure the man that owns the castle, he’s called Vontaze, is holding someone prisoner Maddox wants to break out.”

“Maddox breaking some-one out? I thought he was only a treasure hunter!” 

Travis muttered under his breath quietly, “So did we.”

She continued, “Randel he’s in danger. We have to find him before this Vontaze monster kills him.”

Randel closed his eyes for a couple seconds absentmindedly wiping the nervous perspiration off his forehead as he thought over his options. His eyes slowly opened and sighing uneasily he replied, “When I spoke with you in my apartment back in the summer you described to me the term vultures, men who are willing to harm others to get their hands on treasure. Vontaze would be the biggest vulture in the antiquities world.”

“What makes him the worst?”

“I’ve never met him but I have heard enough rumours and stories to give you some idea. You’re correct his real name is Vontaze, I have never heard what the last name might be. But it doesn’t really matter, he’s called Vontaze the Pharaoh in the underworld. For years he’s been the most powerful criminal in all of Eastern Europe. 

There’s been whispers that in the past he was once some sort of entertainer. Others think that he’s former special forces. Or dark military unit. Currently he uses the proceeds of his crime network to buy rare art and other items mostly on the black market. Police agencies and rival gang leaders have failed for over a decade to stop him and even a couple billionaire’s tried to steal antiquities he got to first ahead of them. They apparently found out where his castle was hidden and attempted to break in and steal, or at least threaten or bribe him once on the property. Every single man went missing permanently.”

He then looked away and up through the windshield at the Cairo skyline in anxious thought, as if he was remembering a horror story he had heard and didn’t wish to repeat. Wiping his brow once more he turned back and continued, “Too many people have gone missing for Vontaze to be responsible alone. It is speculated that some-one very awful works for him, an assassin of sorts who leads a small team of hired killers. I cannot know for sure but I’ve heard plenty of terrible stories from certain art dealers and archaeologists who say the Pharaoh’s Hyenas are real.  No-one will say much more for fear they become the next target.  For now most police and all of Europe’s forgers, sellers, dealers, and buyers in black market goods never challenge or threaten Vontaze. I’ve backed down myself a couple times when bidding on an item I realized he was after.”

Embarrassed he stammered, “Not that I, that I would...would buy black market items. You both understand?”

Travis bluntly replied, “What about his castle? Guards? How we get in?”

“The castle is indeed a real castle. No-one knows exactly where it is except that it’s somewhere near the Mediterranean Sea coast. Middle Ages design, certainly not the Renaissance Era.  Considering the castle must contain millions if not hundreds of millions of dollars worth of black market antiquities, I’ve always assumed he must have a half dozen hired men living on the property to protect it all.”

Amber tapped the tablet screen then handed it to Randel stating, “We’ve barely been able to gain much information on his crimes but we did learn that he’s stolen these treasures.”

Randel shook his head in surprise as he scrolled through the list, “Startling! We have a museum here in Cairo that actually has an exhibit which claims to showcase the Persian King’s remains and sarcophagus. Incredible that Vontaze would steal them! Some-one should let the museum curators know what they were given for the exhibit is fraudulent.”

“I wouldn’t worry about them.” 

Travis then unfolded his arms impatiently continuing, “Enough with his little collection. What’s a logical guess where the castle might be located? How would Maddox try to get in?” 

“I honestly do not know where the castle is. France? Italy? Spain? Greece? He could be anywhere in a number of countries.”

Amber and Travis looked at each other with searing frustration. The hint of possible defeat almost began to show in their expressions. Randel King was their last possible lead for help to find Maddox.

He noticed their sudden silence and smiled, shifting the Rolls back into drive.

“But I do know who drew the castle sketch.”
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=========================

(Cairo Police Station - Twenty Minutes Later)

The Rolls Royce Phantom smoothly pulled up to a freshly painted curb in front of a three story stone building with the words “police station” clearly written above the revolving glass doors in Arabic.

They shook Randel’s hand and stepped out of the chilled limousine interior into the muggy air. 

“Let me know if you find Maddox!”

Travis just waved his hand in agreement but Amber replied, “We will.”

Randel pulled away into Cairo’s heavy traffic happy to be alone again, while the two Treasure Rebels walked up a half dozen steps and entered the police station’s air conditioned lobby.

The room was surprisingly large with a marble floor, an out of service elevator in the centre wall, and a marble staircase with a brass railing to the right.  Lining the walls was an empty wooden bench, and near the stairs was a counter protected and surrounded by bulletproof glass with three doors visible behind it. Sitting behind the glass was a single female officer wearing a crisp uniform and talking on a smartphone. She looked immensely bored but when she put the phone down to talk to the Rebels her voice was sharp and clear.

“The detective will be with you shortly.” They thanked her and sat alone on the cheap wooden bench with their backs against a polished stone wall.

As Amber began watching a video to pass the time on her tablet, Travis leaned his head back and closed his eyes fighting off fatigue from a relentless three weeks of searching for Maddox since he had vanished in Miami. Keeping his eyes closed he asked her, “You going to postpone the wedding?”

Still staring at the screen she replied, “I couldn’t walk up the aisle with all this going on. Once we find Maddox then the wedding will happen. Philip is okay with it. Plus it will give Judy more time to get ready to be a bridesmaid.”

Loud footsteps echoing off the stone wall broke up their conversation as two detectives in plainclothes appeared from one of the doors behind the front desk, their badges and revolvers prominently visible on their waists. Without a word they disappeared through the revolving doors into the midday crowd.

Travis re-closed his eyes as the lobby went quiet once again.

“Still think Wolfgang was right? That the Rainforest Rogue is alive?”

She pressed pause on the video and looked up, “Wolfgang’s a pathological liar...but only something incredible would make Maddox go after Vontaze. Rescuing the Rainforest Rogue would certainly be an incredible reason to try.”

His voice turned a shade colder, “You think Maddox lied to us for two years? That he was the Rogue’s grandson all along?”

“If it’s true he didn’t exactly lie...he just didn’t tell us everything.”

“You mean he used us for help then left us behind for good when we weren’t needed.”

She sighed and turned off the tablet, “I’m angry too...I just can’t let go of the idea he must have had a good reason.”

“I can’t think of one reason that makes sense.”

“Maybe Vontaze. He really does sound worse than anyone else we’ve come across before.”

Travis opened his eyes and sat back up agitated, “All the more reason to ask us for help.”

“We simply don’t know why and we can’t walk away. He’s still our friend.”

Travis’ voice got even colder, “He walked away from us.”

She gave up and rested her own head back against the wall. In some ways she was just as hurt as Travis and she understood his resentment. But she just couldn’t believe Maddox had truly betrayed them. She also knew that for all Travis’ bitterness he was just as eager as she was to find Maddox before Vontaze could kill him. 

Five minutes passed in silence until Travis finally stood and stretched unable to keep still or quiet any longer.

“Funny how Randel knows who drew the castle.”

She nodded then looking at the row of doors replied, “Do we tell his friend about Wolfgang’s claims about the Rainforest Rogue and Maddox?” 

Before Travis could answer the officer behind the glass suddenly waved at them in an authoritative manner to come forward. As they reached her desk she pointed to the furthest door on the right.

“Detective Creggs will see you both now.”
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=========================

At six foot four Detective Creggs was the tallest officer on the Cairo police force and he sported a two week beard and straggly straw coloured hair that almost reached his shoulders.  

His pleasant manner and reading glasses suggested a man who spent most of his time in the station preparing reports. But his immense shoulders and black combat boots revealed a man who actually spent endless hours in the gym and facing physical threats out on the street. 

The office itself was small and littered with used styrofoam coffee cups, a single large window, a bulletin board plastered with photos and sticky notes, a gray filing cabinet bursting with yellowed files, and a desk that looked old enough to have been around when the pyramids were being built.  But on the desk was a four thousand dollar laptop that looked like something from the future and a high end smartphone. 

Standing nonchalantly near the filing cabinet he politely asked them to sit. He then sat down as well and folded his hands under his chin saying, “My friend Randel King called me a half hour ago to say you two wanted to see me. Something about my father?”

Amber showed him the tablet image of the castle sketch explaining, “He told us your father drew this. We’re trying to locate a friend who’s headed there. We understand a dangerous criminal named Vontaze lives in the castle and that it’s located somewhere along the Mediterranean Coast. Do you know where we can find it?”

Without blinking Creggs replied, “What does Randel know about this castle?”

“Not much, he has no idea where it exactly is. But he figured you might be able to help us.”

Creggs nodded, “Yes. I can see that it’s one of my father’s drawings. He made hundreds of similar drawings of places all over Europe. My father was a...rough fellow as the saying goes. He was on the wrong side of the law from about the age of twenty-two and never looked back. He picked up his criminal habits from his father, a very nasty fellow who worked for the Nazis. Thankfully my father didn’t inherit my grandfather’s fascist views.”

He squinted his eyes and studied the drawing before continuing, “It’s a drawing of a real place that’s for sure. It’s actual location has evaded us for years. The name Vontaze has been mentioned amongst investigators and Interpol for a long time but we’re uncertain if that’s an alias. We suspect a lot of homicides between rival crime factions have occurred at the castle. I’m sorry there’s not much more I can tell either of you about the place.”

“I don’t mean to sound forward but could we talk to your father? He must know more about the castle.”

“No. He died in a maximum security prison five years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

Creggs waved his hand across the desk, “No need to feel that way Miss. I’m not afraid to admit my family tree is not honourable. It’s why I became a cop. To turn the family tree around.”

He then looked back at the castle drawing, “Why would your friend want to go there? Most police in Europe have abandoned the idea of ever finding it or going inside.”

“We have reason to believe Vontaze might be holding captive a war hero. If so, our friend may be trying to rescue him.”

Creggs eyes opened wider with interest. “War hero? Afghanistan?”

She hesitated before replying, “World War Two.”

Still unblinking Creggs paused for a long second then responded, “How would your friend know about this war hero? Is he an old veteran
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