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The Fall of a King


Tutankhamun (c. 1341–1323 BC)
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The first rays of sunlight slid across the walls of the palace as Tutankhamun woke up.

Long bands of light stretched over the floor and slowly climbed the tall columns. The paint on the walls — red, blue, and gold — began to glow softly. Pictures of gods and kings seemed to come alive in the morning light.

He stayed in bed for a moment longer.

Outside, he could hear the city waking up. Servants walking through the halls. Water being poured into jars. Far away, a merchant shouting at the market. The day had already begun, before the heat would slow everything down.

Tutankhamun turned onto his side.

His leg felt heavy again. Not truly painful, but not right either. He knew the feeling well. It had been there for a long time now. Sometimes it faded. Then it returned.

He sat up.

Two servants were already waiting beside him. They helped him dress without saying a word. Their movements were quick and practiced.

“The general is waiting, Majesty,” one of them said softly.

Tutankhamun nodded.

“Send him in.”

Horemheb entered the room with calm, steady steps. He bowed his head briefly.

“Majesty.”

Tutankhamun looked at him.

“You are early.”

“The heat will grow stronger soon,” Horemheb replied. “It is better to leave before midday.”

Tutankhamun walked to the window and looked out over the city.

Thebes stretched before him. Temples, houses, courtyards. Narrow streets already filling with people. Women carrying jars. Men with baskets. Children running after one another.

A whole world.

His world.

Or so people believed.

“The hunters are ready?” he asked.

“They await your command.”

For a moment, neither spoke.

Tutankhamun rested his hand on the edge of the window.

“Today I will ride myself.”

Horemheb stayed silent. He knew what that meant.

“That is not necessary,” he said at last. “The men can hunt for you.”

Tutankhamun turned around.

“I am Pharaoh. I decide what is necessary.”

His voice remained calm, but there was a sharp edge to it.

Horemheb met his gaze. His face did not change.

“As you wish.”

Tutankhamun nodded.

“Prepare the chariot.”
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The palace courtyard was already warm when he stepped outside. Heat rose from the stones beneath his feet. The air shimmered above the ground. Servants hurried across the courtyard while soldiers stood waiting along the walls.

The horses were ready.

Their bodies shone in the sunlight. Muscles moved beneath their skin. They could feel the tension. Their hooves scraped against the stone.

Tutankhamun walked toward his chariot.

He felt the eyes of the others on him. He knew those looks well.

Expectation.

Doubt.

He placed his hand on the wood. It felt warm from the sun.

Then he put his foot on the edge of the chariot and pulled himself up.

This time without hesitation.

For a moment he stood tall and straight.

The way a Pharaoh should.

Horemheb climbed onto his own chariot and gave a short signal.

The hunting party began to move.

	


They rode out of the city.

Past temples where priests were performing their rituals. The smell of incense hung heavily in the air. People bowed as the Pharaoh passed by.

Soon the stone roads gave way to sand. The land opened wide around them — dry earth, tough grass, low bushes bending in the wind.

This was the real world beyond the palace walls.

One of the hunters raised his hand.

Tutankhamun slowed his chariot and listened.

Wind swept through the grass. Far ahead, something moved.

“Gazelles,” the hunter said.

Tutankhamun felt his heart beat faster. He tightened his grip on the reins.

“Forward.”

The horses burst ahead. Sand flew beneath their hooves as the chariot jolted over the rough ground.

The herd raced across the plain.

Fast.

Light.

Tutankhamun steered left.

The distance between them grew smaller. His breathing quickened. He felt everything — the speed, the shaking chariot, the strength of the horses pulling him forward.

Out here, far from the palace, things felt different.

Here, he could decide for himself.

Or at least he wanted to believe that.

He rose to his feet inside the chariot and fixed his eyes on one animal.

A gazelle breaking away from the herd.

A mistake.

He saw it immediately.

Tutankhamun turned the chariot toward it. The wooden wheels rattled hard over the ground, but they held.

He grabbed his bow, pulled back the string, and aimed.

The chariot lurched violently. His foot slipped for a moment. He caught himself, but the chance was gone. The gazelle leapt sideways and sped away.

Tutankhamun pulled harder on the reins. The horses reacted at once, and the chariot swayed dangerously.

The herd scattered in every direction.

The gazelle he had chosen darted away across the rocky ground, its legs barely seeming to touch the earth.

Tutankhamun chased after it.

The wind struck his face. His eyes watered. He could hear nothing now except the pounding hooves and the rattling wheels.

He aimed again.

The chariot slammed over a ridge hidden beneath the sand. His body lifted into the air before crashing back down. His weak leg almost gave way beneath him.

Still he released the arrow.

Too soon.

The arrow struck the sand far behind the animal.

Tutankhamun clenched his jaw.

No time to think.

The gazelle zigzagged between stones and dry bushes. Another hunter rode closer, but one look from Tutankhamun made the man pull back.

For a brief moment, Tutankhamun felt a flash of satisfaction.

He drew another arrow. His arm muscles trembled with the strain.

Then the gazelle suddenly leapt high into the air.

Tutankhamun reacted instantly.

He yanked the reins sharply to the left.

Too sharply.

The horses twisted faster than the chariot could follow.

The left wheel slammed against a hard stone.

A loud crack split the air.

The chariot tipped sideways.

Tutankhamun lost his balance.

His foot found nothing beneath him.

His hand slipped from the rail.

And he fell.

His shoulder struck the ground first, then his hip. The air exploded from his lungs.

For a moment he could hear nothing.

Then the sounds returned in broken pieces.

Hooves.

Shouting.

Someone calling his name.

He opened his eyes.

Above him stretched an empty blue sky.

He tried to move.

His arms obeyed.

His fingers dug into the sand.

But not his leg.

Pain shot through him, sharp and deep.

He turned his head.

The chariot leaned sideways nearby, one wheel hanging in the air while the terrified horses still pulled at the harness.

His bow lay farther away in the sand.

The gazelle was gone.

He had failed.

“Majesty!”

Horemheb dropped to one knee beside him.

“I’m still here,” Tutankhamun said.

His voice sounded weaker than he wanted.

“Don’t move,” Horemheb warned.

Tutankhamun looked down at his leg.

It lay at the wrong angle. The cloth of his tunic was torn, and dark blood spread slowly through the linen.

For a moment he stared at it.

Then he looked back at Horemheb.

“Help me up.”

“You cannot stand. Your leg is broken.”

“I know.”
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The other men kept their distance.

Tutankhamun saw the way they looked at him.

He knew those looks.

They had never seen him like this before.

Not as a king.

But as someone who had fallen. 

Something rose inside him then.

Not fear.

Not panic.

Something harder.

“I will not lie here in the sand,” he said quietly. “Help me up.”

Horemheb gave a signal.

Two men stepped forward and carefully helped Tutankhamun to his feet.

Pain shot through his body, all the way to his toes.

But he made no sound.

He was standing.

For now, that was enough.

“Take me back,” he said.
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The journey back began slowly.

The stretcher moved with the steady steps of the four men carrying him. Every movement traveled through his body. The pain had changed now. Less sharp than before, but heavier.

Tutankhamun kept his eyes open.

Above him, the sky looked bright and empty. The sun had climbed higher, and sweat ran down the side of his face.

Horemheb walked beside him.

Not ahead.

Not behind.

Beside him.

“How much farther?” Tutankhamun asked.

“Not far.”

“You say that too quickly.”

“Then we will arrive sooner.”

For a brief moment, Tutankhamun almost smiled.

They passed fields where water flowed through narrow canals. Farmers worked bent over in the heat. When they saw the royal party, they dropped to their knees.

One man glanced up for a moment.

His eyes stopped on the bandaged leg.

Not on the Pharaoh’s face.

Then he quickly bowed his head again.

A little later, Tutankhamun lost consciousness.
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The city slowly came into view.

The walls of Thebes rose out of the dust beneath the burning sun. Guards bowed deeply as the procession passed.

There were no drums.

No cheering crowds.

Only silence.

People stood along the streets watching them pass. Some still held tools or baskets in their hands. Others stood completely still.

A small child tried to step closer, but rough hands pulled him back.

Tutankhamun watched the child.

What did he see?

A king?

Or just a wounded boy carried through the city?
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Back at the palace, servants carefully carried him inside.

The air felt cooler there. Shadows stretched across the stone floors.

Panehsy, the royal physician, arrived at once.

He examined the leg carefully.

“It must be set properly,” he said.

“Do it.”

Horemheb remained near the doorway.

“You do not need to stay for this,” Tutankhamun told him.

“I will stay.”

Tutankhamun looked at him briefly.

Then the physician began.
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The pain was different from before.

Out on the plain it had been sudden and violent.

Here it came slowly.

And there was no escaping it.

Panehsy worked with calm, practiced hands. When the broken bone was pushed back into place, every muscle in Tutankhamun’s body tightened.

His hands gripped the edge of the bed.

His breathing stopped.

A short sound escaped him.

Not loud.

But enough.

No one spoke.

Afterward, the leg was wrapped tightly in linen.

When it was finally over, Tutankhamun lay still, staring at the ceiling.

“Now comes the waiting,” Panehsy said quietly.

“How long?”

“Long enough.”

Tutankhamun closed his eyes for a moment.

“That,” he murmured, “may be the hardest task of all.”

	


The days settled into a slow rhythm.

Tutankhamun needed help with almost everything now.

Messengers came and went from the palace. He listened more than he spoke. More and more often, he noticed others making decisions before he even had
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	Tutankhamun became Pharaoh when he was about nine years old. 

	His famous golden death mask weighs more than ten kilograms. 

	Egyptians wrote using hieroglyphs, small symbols and pictures. 

	Many people in Egypt wore white linen clothes because of the heat. 

	Some tombs had hidden passageways to confuse tomb robbers.
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