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	THE SHACKLED JINNI

	(An Ancient Curse. A Lost Treasure. A Deadly Adventure.)

	 


CHAPTER ONE : The Shackle That Would Not Break

	 

	Titi had not stopped counting the days because she forgot.

	 

	She stopped because numbers became weapons.

	 

	Three thousand years. Each one a small stab in her chest. Not lethal. Just deep enough to remind you that you were still alive, and that death might have been kinder.

	 

	Her tomb was not a great pharaonic burial chamber. No golden inscriptions. No decorated sarcophagus. Just a hole carved into limestone, too narrow for a jinni who had once flown over the Nile. Too narrow for shoulders that had once carried desert winds. Too narrow for anything except pain.

	 

	The ceiling was two arm-lengths above her head. The walls touched her shoulders. The floor was always cold, always damp, as if the stone itself was sweating in fear of her. Or for her. She was no longer certain.

	 

	Above her, in the ceiling, there was a small crack. It widened a little every century. Through it, moonlight seeped once a month. Only on full moons. Only on nights when the moon was fat enough to send one thin beam deep into the earth.

	 

	She called that beam “The Visitor.”

	 

	Not a sentimental name. Not “Hope” or “Longing.” Just “The Visitor.” Because visitors came and then left. And visitors did not truly care about whom they visited. And visitors saved no one.

	 

	She called other things by their real names too.

	 

	The left wall was “The Wall That Does Not Move.”

	The right wall was “The Other Wall That Does Not Move.”

	The stale air was “The Only Friend.”

	Her silence was “My Daughter.”

	 

	She laughed a little. The laugh came out dry, broken, like pebbles falling on rotten wood. She had not laughed in centuries. She had seen no reason to.

	 

	–

	 

	Her body was no longer a body.

	 

	She knew this. She had noticed it gradually. In the first millennium, her skin was still opaque, almost ivory. In the second, it began to turn translucent. In the third, she became merely a shadow in a dark corner. Anyone entering this hole would see nothing. Perhaps a whisper of movement. Perhaps a flicker at the edge of vision. But they would think it was a hallucination, a headache, the beginning of madness.

	 

	It was not madness. It was her. Turning into nothing.

	 

	Slowly.

	 

	Only her eyes remained visible. Blue. Deep. Like two pieces of lapis lazuli that had sunk to the bottom of a dark well, and no one could retrieve them anymore. She saw better in darkness than in light. After three thousand years, darkness had become her friend. Not “friend” in the emotional sense. Friend in the practical sense: someone you knew so well you no longer feared them, but you had never truly trusted them either.

	 

	–

	 

	She heard the sound before she understood it.

	 

	Not Pa-en-Ra’s heartbeat. She heard that heart every day. Every night. Every second. It was a distant pulse, faint, muffled under tons of rock and sorcery. But it was there. Always there. Telling her he was still alive. Telling her she still had a reason not to collapse completely.

	 

	No.

	 

	This sound was different.

	 

	Scraping. Stone against stone. Metal against rock.

	 

	Then breathing. Short, cut, afraid.

	 

	Titi froze. Her transparent body tightened around itself. Her blue eyes looked up at the crack in the ceiling.

	 

	Thud.

	 

	Thud.

	 

	Thud.

	 

	A small pickaxe. Striking rock. Not with professional strength. With desperate strength.

	 

	Then she heard his voice.

	 

	“Please… please… any god in heaven… hide me.”

	 

	A young man. No older than twenty-two. But his voice did not sound young. It sounded like an old man trapped in a small body. A voice that life had betrayed early.

	 

	Titi raised her head. Her transparent body moved like oil spreading through cold water. Slow. Deliberate. She did not want to frighten him.

	 

	But she wanted him to see her.

	 

	She was not sure why. Perhaps because she had not spoken to a human in two thousand years. Perhaps because she was bored. Perhaps because she wanted to joke a little before she died. Because joking was something she remembered suddenly, from a distant time, when she used to laugh.

	 

	She emerged from the wall.

	 

	Not like smoke. Smoke is fast and dramatic. She emerged like a ghost that suddenly decides it is not a ghost. First her eyes. Then her face. Then her shoulders. Then the rest of her weightless body.

	 

	She hovered in the air before the young man, between him and the exit.

	 

	She smiled.

	 

	Her smile was not kind. Not evil either. It was the smile of a creature who had not smiled in a long time and had forgotten how to do it properly.

	 

	“Welcome to my home.”

	 

	The young man screamed.

	 

	The scream was loud. Sharp. Stupid. It bounced off the narrow walls and hit her ears like a knife. But she did not get angry. She had heard many screams in her life. Screams of terror. Screams of pain. Screams of death.

	 

	This scream was different.

	 

	It was the scream of someone who thought he had seen a ghost, then discovered the ghost was real, and that his worst nightmares had been far too modest compared to the truth.

	 

	The young man scrambled backward. His head hit the ceiling. Blood ran from a gash on his scalp, black in the dim light. His pickaxe fell from his grip and clattered on the stone.

	 

	“No… don’t come near me! What are you?”

	 

	Titi did not move. Did not come closer. Did not move away. She simply remained suspended in the air, her blue eyes staring at him, the moonlight behind her making her look like a glass statue made in a broken workshop.

	 

	“I’m no ghost, habibi.”

	 

	Her voice was calm. Natural. As if she were discussing the weather, or traffic, or anything ordinary.

	 

	“Ghosts are afraid of me. I’m a jinni. Fissa. The low kind. No wings. No fire. Just blue eyes and a tired heart.”

	 

	She paused.

	 

	“I won’t eat your heart.”

	 

	Another pause.

	 

	“Not tonight, at least.”

	 

	The young man was still trembling. But his eyes began to change. From pure terror to something else. Curiosity. Wonder. And finally, very slowly, calculation.

	 

	He was thinking.

	 

	Weighing.

	 

	Deciding.

	 

	“A jinni… real?” he whispered.

	 

	“Real as the trouble you’re running from. Who’s chasing you?”

	 

	He swallowed. His Adam’s apple jumped in his thin neck.

	 

	“My name is Youssef.”

	 

	The name cost him something. Like giving a stranger your real name in a card game, when you know you will lose everything if you cheat.

	 

	“From Luxor. I was working with a gang. Digging. Smuggling antiquities. But they betrayed me. Left me in the valley. Said they would come back. They never did.” He stopped. Breathed. “I’ve been looking for an exit for… I don’t know. Four days. Five. I’ve lost count.”

	 

	Titi circled him. Her feet never touched the ground. She did this deliberately. She wanted him to remember she was not human. That he could not touch her. That she did not obey his laws.

	 

	“You came for gold.”

	 

	She said it as a fact, not a question. Because she knew. Humans did not come to pharaohs’ tombs to visit friends.

	 

	“Wrong tomb, Youssef. This one was looted before your great-great-grandfather drew his first breath. There’s no gold here. No silver. No jewels. Just me.”

	 

	He looked around. Saw the empty walls. The floor covered in dust. The silence that never ended.

	 

	His shoulders collapsed.

	 

	“Then I’m dead.”

	 

	“Not yet.”

	 

	She came closer. Not quickly. But steadily. Until the distance between them was one arm’s length. He wanted to retreat, but the wall was behind him. He had nowhere to go. She knew this. She counted on it.

	 

	“Do you believe in deals, Youssef?”

	 

	“What kind of deals?”

	 

	“I was enslaved here. Priests who knew names that should never be spoken. They sealed me in this tomb with spells older than your pyramids. But you… you could free me.”

	 

	He laughed. A short, dry, joyless laugh.

	 

	“Me? How? I don’t know spells. I can barely read.”

	 

	She pointed at the wall behind him.

	 

	Among the faded hieroglyphs, there was a small stone of a different color. Gray against beige. Carved on its surface was a bird. An ibis. Perched on its stand. Its long beak pointing downward like a key.

	 

	Thoth.

	 

	God of scribes. God of magic. God of boundaries.

	 

	“That stone. Break it.”

	 

	He looked at the stone. Looked at Titi. Looked at his small pickaxe on the ground.

	 

	He did not move.

	 

	“What are you waiting for?”

	 

	“I’m thinking.”

	 

	“About what?”

	 

	“If I break it, worst case, I die. If I don’t break it, I wander this valley until I starve or the gang finds me.” He looked directly at her. “Death is guaranteed either way. The question isn’t whether I’ll do it. The question is: what will you give me if I survive?”

	 

	Titi liked this.

	 

	He was afraid. But he was still negotiating.

	 

	“Break it. I become free. In return, I will show you real treasure. Tombs no human has seen for four thousand years. I will protect you from guardians that would melt your skin and stop your heart.”

	 

	“In exchange for what?”

	 

	“For helping me find my beloved. He is enslaved somewhere beneath these hills. I cannot find him alone.”

	 

	Youssef thought.

	 

	A long time.

	 

	She saw his eyes move left and right, as if reading something written on the walls. Saw his fear turn into calculation. And his calculation turn into a decision.

	 

	“One condition.”

	 

	“Name it.”

	 

	“Don’t eat my heart. Ever.”

	 

	Titi laughed.

	 

	Laughed out loud. And for the first time in centuries, the laugh was real.

	 

	“Deal.”

	 

	Youssef extended his hand. Hesitated for a moment. Then picked up the pickaxe.

	 

	He raised it above his head. The muscles in his thin arm tensed. Sweat ran down his forehead. He was not afraid of the pickaxe. He was afraid of what would come after. Because freedom for a jinni was not a small thing. Freedom for anything was never a small thing.

	 

	He struck.

	 

	The stone cracked. Once. A thin line appeared on the surface.

	 

	He struck again. The crack widened.

	 

	A third time. The carved bird split in two. The stone crumbled into small pieces that scattered across the floor.

	 

	And the world screamed.

	 

	–

	 

	Not a sound. Not something the ear could hear.

	 

	Something you felt in your chest. Like a hook that had been lodged in her soul for three thousand years, ripped free by invisible hands. White-hot pain pierced her bones. Golden light exploded from her chest like blood from a severed artery.

	 

	She shot upward.

	 

	Through the crack. Through the ceiling. Through the rock. Through the sand and darkness. She rose with a speed she had not known for millennia.

	 

	She exploded into open air.

	 

	The wind hit her. Cold. Sharp. Alive.

	 

	The moon bathed her in silver.

	 

	The Nile glittered in the distance like a serpent of liquid light coiling through black fields.

	 

	The lights of Luxor twinkled on the east bank. Thousands of tiny points. White. Yellow. Blue. A city that had not existed when she was last free.

	 

	And the stars. The stars were everywhere. Scattered across the sky like silver coins. Like promises she had forgotten she deserved.

	 

	She spun.

	 

	Once. Twice. Three times. Laughing and crying and screaming at the same time, her voice raw from three thousand years of silence.

	 

	“I am free! I am free! I am free!”

	 

	The desert swallowed her cry. Jackals answered from the hills. A dog barked in a distant village. A donkey brayed somewhere.

	 

	She descended slowly. Reluctantly. Back toward the hole. Back toward the man who had freed her.

	 

	He stood at the edge of the fissure, staring up at her. Exhausted. Bleeding from his scalp. His hands still shaking.

	 

	But alive.

	 

	“You freed me.”

	 

	Her voice had softened. Suddenly. As if centuries had not stolen her capacity for wonder, only buried it deep.

	 

	“You freed me, Youssef.”

	 

	He swallowed. Looked at his hands. Wiped the blood on his shirt.

	 

	“I… I didn’t know what would happen… I just…”

	 

	“You just saved a life. A jinni’s life. But still a life.”

	 

	She turned away from him. Looked at the horizon. At the hills riddled with tombs. At the secrets buried beneath her feet. At the map that blazed in her mind like a second sun.

	 

	Every tomb. Every tunnel. Every treasure. Every secret passage. Every guardian.

	 

	She had always known.

	 

	Then she looked inward.

	 

	Her heart.

	 

	Still beating. Still waiting. Still calling one name.

	 

	Pa-en-Ra.

	 

	She closed her eyes.

	 

	Far away. So far she could not measure the distance. So far that the enchantments of a dozen tombs choked the signal. A faint pulse. A weak pulse. Answering hers.

	 

	Thump.

	 

	Thump.

	 

	Thump.

	 

	Alive.

	 

	She opened her eyes. Smiled at Youssef.

	 

	It was not a kind smile. It was the smile of a creature that had been caged for three thousand years and had just remembered the taste of freedom.

	 

	“You had a condition. I have one too.”

	 

	“What?”

	 

	“Help me find him. And I will make you richer than your wildest dreams.”

	 

	Youssef looked at her for a long moment.

	 

	He thought of his mother’s face. His sister’s wheelchair. The unpaid bills on the kitchen table. The gang that had left him to die. How he had nothing left to lose and everything to gain.

	 

	Then he picked up his pickaxe. Wiped the blood from his forehead with his sleeve.

	 

	And nodded.

	 

	“You have a deal.”

	 

	–

	 


CHAPTER TWO : The First Taste of Blood

	 

	Dawn bled across the eastern sky before Youssef spoke again.

	 

	He sat on the edge of the pit, legs dangling over the hole, his back against the cold rock. A strip of cloth torn from his hoodie was tied around his scalp. The brown stain had stopped spreading. His hands no longer shook. But his eyes still carried the hollow look of a man who had seen something impossible and had not yet decided whether to believe it.

	 

	Titi floated beside him. Not above. Beside. She had learned, in the hours since her freedom, that hovering too high made humans uncomfortable. She did not fully understand why. But she filed the information away. Survival, she had learned across three millennia, was mostly about small adjustments.

	 

	“You want to make a deal with a tomb robber?” he asked.

	 

	“I want to make a deal with the man who freed me.”

	 

	She let the distinction hang in the air like smoke from a dying fire.

	 

	“There is a difference.”

	 

	Youssef snorted. No humor in it. Just air forced through a tight throat.

	 

	“I’ve worked with gangs. I’ve seen what men do to each other for a handful of gold coins. You think I’m different because I swung a pickaxe at a rock?”

	 

	“I think you could have run.”

	 

	Titi’s voice was flat. Not accusing. Just stating.

	 

	“The moment I appeared, you could have fled back into the valley. You could have screamed for help. You could have tried to trap me again and sell me to the highest bidder. But you didn’t.”

	 

	“Maybe I was too scared to run.”

	 

	“Fear and courage are not opposites.”

	 

	She drifted closer. Her transparent body caught the first rays of sunrise and scattered them like broken glass.

	 

	“They are the same thing, measured in different proportions. You were afraid. You stayed. That is enough.”

	 

	Youssef was silent for a long moment. The sun crept higher, painting the cliffs in shades of gold and rose. Somewhere in the distance, a jackal yelped and fell silent. A tourist bus rumbled on the main road, too far away to hear, too close to ignore. The world was waking up. And here he was, sitting on the edge of a hole, talking to a ghost made of moonlight.

	 

	“Alright,” he said. “What’s the deal?”

	 

	–

	 

	Titi turned her gaze to the horizon.

	 

	Her blue eyes narrowed. Not against the light. Jinn do not squint. Against the weight of centuries pressing down on her like a physical thing. Like hands on her shoulders. Like chains she could still feel even though they were gone.

	 

	“I know where every tomb is hidden,” she said.

	 

	Not boasting. Not promising. Just stating a fact as immutable as gravity.

	 

	“Every chamber. Every secret passage. Every cache of gold that the priests believed they had hidden from the eyes of men. The knowledge is a map inside my skull. It has been there since the day they enslaved me.”

	 

	“How?”

	 

	“The priests needed me to guard my tomb. But they also needed me to sense intruders. To feel when someone approached. To distinguish between grave robbers and the living who came to pay respects.”

	 

	Her jaw tightened. A muscle jumped beneath her translucent skin.

	 

	“The enchantment they placed on me opened my senses to all the tombs. Not just my own.” A pause. “They did not realize what they had given me. They thought only of control. But I saw everything. Every tomb within a hundred miles. Every treasure. Every guardian.”

	 

	Youssef’s eyes widened. The hollow look faded slightly, replaced by something sharper. Hunger. Not for gold. For possibility.

	 

	“You can find tombs no one else knows about?”

	 

	“I can find tombs no one else dreams exist.”

	 

	She said it quietly. Not with pride. With exhaustion. Because knowing everything and being able to do nothing about it had been its own kind of torture. Worse than the darkness. Worse than the silence. Worse than the hunger.

	 

	“And what do you want in return?”

	 

	Titi turned to face him fully.

	 

	For the first time, he saw something beneath her ancient composure. A crack in the armor of millennia. A wound that had never healed because she had never let it scab over. She had kept it open. Deliberately. Because closing it would mean forgetting.

	 

	And forgetting was death.

	 

	“My beloved.”

	 

	Her voice dropped. Became something softer. Something almost human.

	 

	“His name is Pa-en-Ra. He is a jinni like me. We were captured together. On the same night. By the same priests. They enslaved me here. They enslaved him somewhere else.”

	 

	She looked down at her hands. Transparent. Almost invisible in the growing light.

	 

	“I do not know where. The enchantments block my senses when I try to find him. But I know he is alive. I have felt his heartbeat for three thousand years.”

	 

	She pressed her palm against her chest. Against the invisible heart that still, impossibly, remembered warmth.

	 

	“You want me to help you find him.”

	 

	“I want you to help me search. Every tomb we open, every chamber we enter, every guardian we defeat — my power grows stronger. And when I am strong enough, I will pierce the enchantments and find him.”

	 

	She paused.

	 

	“In return, I will make you rich.”

	 

	–

	 

	Youssef looked at his hands.

	 

	Calloused. Dirty. The hands of a man who had dug graves and tunnels and his own desperate path through life. A thin line of dried blood ran from his thumbnail to his wrist. His own blood. From the gash on his scalp. He had not felt the wound since Titi appeared. Now it throbbed.

	 

	“I have a mother.”

	 

	He said it quietly. Not to her. To himself. As if reminding himself why he was still alive.

	 

	“Her name is Nadia. She raised me and my sister alone after my father died. We live in a small apartment in Luxor. The kind with cracks in the walls and a landlord who threatens to throw us out every month.”

	 

	He stopped. Swallowed.

	 

	“My sister, Nada. She’s twelve. She needs surgery on her leg. The doctors said if we wait much longer, she might never walk properly again.”

	 

	His voice caught. He forced himself to continue.

	 

	“I’ve been digging tombs since I was fifteen. I’ve stolen from the dead. Lied to the living. Watched men I called friends leave me to die in a hole.”

	 

	He looked up at her.

	 

	“But I never broke a promise. Not once.”

	 

	“Until now,” Titi said.

	 

	He looked at her. Blue eyes. Ancient. Unreadable.

	 

	“Until now.”

	 

	“Then we understand each other.”

	 

	Youssef extended his hand.

	 

	Titi looked at it. At the dirt under the nails. The calluses. The small scar on his palm from a broken bottle years ago. The hands of a digger. The hands of a survivor. The hands of a man who had nothing and was willing to risk even that.

	 

	She took it.

	 

	The cold that passed from her fingers into his was not the cold of death. It was the cold of deep water. Of underground springs. Of places where the sun had never touched. It settled into his bones and did not leave.

	 

	“A deal,” she said.

	 

	“A deal,” he agreed.

	 

	–

	 

	They walked through the valley as the sun climbed higher.

	 

	Titi drifted beside Youssef. Not through him. Not above him. Beside him. She was learning. Occasionally she passed through a boulder when the path narrowed, and Youssef flinched. But
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