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Chapter One: Reincarnation
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The sun rose over Cairo in a shroud of golden dust and neon haze, painting the city with a brilliance that seemed both ancient and brand new. On the embankment near the river, a man stood in the pale gauze of morning, his silhouette at odds with the world around him. He wore a linen kilt and a broad collar of faience beads, his feet strapped in sandals, his head crowned by a blue and gold headdress. His skin was the color of dark honey, his eyes wide with the terror and awe of a creature wrenched from nonexistence and thrust into bedlam. He gazed across the river to the city’s clutch of glass towers and satellite dishes, and then behind him at the Giza plateau, where the pyramids squatted like the bones of dead gods.

All around, the new day blared its confidence: car horns, diesel fumes, hawkers crying over crates of fruit, tourists in cargo shorts snapping selfies with their backs to the Sphinx. The man observed it all with the petrified stillness of a statue, and people, sensing something odd, drifted toward him: first the children, then the mothers, then the men who fancied themselves protectors.

It was the youngest of the onlookers, a streetwise boy of nine, who first dared to approach him. The boy walked a full circle around the man, squinting up at his face, then pronounced him “a lost actor or a madman.” Laughter scattered the crowd; a few snapped pictures. The man neither flinched nor smiled. He simply watched, his eyes shining with a manic clarity.

That was when Dr. Samira Ashour, who had been observing from the edge of the square, made her move. Years spent in dusty tombs and the warren of university politics had not stripped her of empathy. She crossed the street in three brisk strides, took in the figure’s regalia and the fine tremor in his hands, and addressed him in flawless Egyptian Arabic: “Are you in need of help, sir? Are you lost?”

The man regarded her. For a moment, Samira sensed he might bolt, like a startled animal. Instead, he bowed—an oddly elaborate gesture, every muscle trembling with the urge to flee. He spoke, his accent a mismatch of old Cairo and something else, something unplaceable. “I... am not lost. I am... returned.” He searched Samira’s face, as if measuring her for danger.

Samira, for her part, was too seasoned to be surprised by the peculiarities of the living. Still, this man’s presence rippled with something profound. She asked, “Are you a performer? Is there a film shooting nearby?”

“I am Tutankhamun,” he replied, each syllable heavy with conviction. “King of the Two Lands. Son of Akhenaten. I ruled... I ruled all that you see.”

Samira’s first instinct was to laugh, but the man spoke with such unyielding seriousness that she stifled her response. Instead, she considered the possibilities: an escaped patient from a history-obsessed asylum, a viral marketing stunt, or—her favorite—a prank staged by her rivals at the department. But the man’s trembling was genuine, and his eyes held an old hurt.

Samira thought back to last week’s dig at the Valley of the Kings, when the American team leader, eager for publicity, had chanted what he believed was a harmless “Curse of the Pharaohs” in front of a TV crew. She’d rolled her eyes then, but now, looking at this anachronism of a man, she couldn’t help wondering. Could it be? Was this a consequence? She doubted it, but the story tugged at her, like all good mysteries.

A cluster of tourists drew near, their guide launching into a monologue about “ancient rituals.” Samira took the man’s arm and steered him away, down a shaded alley lined with market stalls. He followed meekly, scanning every detail as if imprinting reality for the first time.

In the quiet of a tea shop, Samira sat him at a table and ordered two glasses of mint tea. He accepted the drink with reverence, sniffed the sweet steam, and sipped. When she asked again for his name, he replied, “Nebkheperure Tutankhamun. But I am called Tut.” He drew himself up. “I died young. I remember darkness and silence. Now I am here.” He spoke with a certainty that brooked no argument.

Samira regarded him over the rim of her glass. “If you are Tutankhamun, how did you come to be in our world?”

He shrugged, an oddly modern gesture. “The afterlife is not as promised. It is a place of waiting. Then there was a voice, and light. I awoke on the sand. The world was... changed.” He hesitated, then looked at her with a mixture of desperation and longing. “Am I a ghost to you?”

Samira smiled gently. “No, you’re very much alive. But your story is extraordinary. Would you allow me to help you?”

Tut nodded, and with that nod, the first tether of trust was laid between them.

Over the next days, Samira shepherded him through the city, clothing him in jeans and T-shirts, feeding him falafel and sugar-dusted konafa, teaching him how to swipe a metro card and use a cell phone. Each lesson baffled him, but he accepted them all with a kind of dignified humility. He could not read, but he absorbed images and patterns with lightning acuity. Sometimes, at night, he would sit on the hostel’s rooftop and stare at the stars, naming the constellations in ancient Egyptian.

Samira’s colleagues at the museum dismissed her “lost pharaoh” as an eccentric, but rumors began to circulate. The man’s knowledge of ancient rituals was uncanny; his answers to obscure questions about tombs and gods often outstripped the museum’s own Egyptologists. A few skeptics, hoping to trip him up, arranged a test: a session with a Coptic linguist, a tour of the mummy wing, a battery of questions about royal lineages. Tut passed each with unsettling precision.

With every passing day, the world crept closer to believing. Tourists followed him through the streets, snapping photos, begging for autographs. Bloggers posted videos of his awkward but regal bearing, his strange pronouncements about Ma’at and Osiris. The hashtag #KingTutReturns began to trend.

Samira found herself cast as his protector, confidante, and interpreter. She taught him to navigate the world gently, to smile for cameras, to answer questions with a polite modesty that was both charming and tragic. Yet she also saw his sorrow. In the quiet moments, when the crowds fell away, Tut revealed his loneliness. He missed his mother, his palace, the priests who had revered him. He mourned for a world gone forever, and the weight of the new one pressed down on him like a sarcophagus lid.

One night, after a particularly trying encounter with an aggressive journalist, Tut said, “They all look at me, but none see me. They see only a story.”

Samira reached for his hand. “You are more than a story. You are here. You have a future, even if it’s not what you imagined.”

He smiled faintly. “Once, I was a god. Now, I am a curiosity.”
Samira thought of the old curse, recited as a joke by scientists who never believed in magic, and wondered if they’d unwittingly pulled a man from eternity only to exile him in a cage of novelty.
But as she pondered, the real dangers of the modern world crept closer. News of the “true Tutankhamun” drew the attention of those who saw opportunity in his fame: fortune-seekers, conspiracy theorists, and, in time, a man named Farouk who fancied himself a descendant of the ancient priests. Farouk saw Tut not as a miracle, but as a threat—or worse, a tool.

Through whispers in the souks and coded messages in the old quarter, Farouk set his plan in motion: to capture the living Tutankhamun and wield his legend for power and profit.

Samira takes Tut into her care, explaining the advancements and changes of the modern era. She introduces him to electricity, technology, and contemporary culture, but Tut struggles with his new reality. He feels disconnected from this unfamiliar world and longs for the past where he was revered as a god-king. Despite Samira's efforts, he contemplates returning to his tomb and embracing death once more. However, as they spend more time together, Samira's dedication begins to sway him. She shares stories about his legacy and how his reign has fascinated people for generations. Her genuine enthusiasm convinces him that perhaps there is a place for him in this new world after all. Tut stared out the window of Samira's small apartment, his fingers lightly tracing the glass as if it were a sacred object. Outside, Cairo buzzed with the chaos of evening traffic—a world he still struggled to comprehend. Three thousand years had passed in what felt to him like a single night's sleep.

"Would you like some more tea?" Samira asked, setting a small plate of baklava on the coffee table.

He turned, his posture automatically shifting to the formal stance he'd been trained to hold since childhood. "Yes, thank you." The casual phrases still felt foreign on his tongue, like borrowed clothing that didn't quite fit.

As Samira moved to the kitchen, Tut settled onto the worn couch, picking up the remote control with careful precision. He'd been practicing with this strange device all week. Television fascinated him—moving pictures that told stories from across the world. He pressed the power button, flinching slightly at the burst of sound and color.

A news program flashed onto the screen. His own face stared back at him.

"The man claiming to be Tutankhamun continues to perplex experts," the reporter was saying. "While some dismiss him as an elaborate hoax, others point to his inexplicable knowledge of ancient Egyptian customs and language."

Tut leaned forward, struggling to follow the rapid Egyptian. Though he was learning quickly, modern dialects still confused him.

Samira returned with the tea and sat beside him; her expression concerned. "You shouldn't watch this. They're just speculating."

"They do not believe I am who I say," he said quietly.
"Some do. Dr. Mansour from the university called again today. She's very interested in meeting you."
Tut took the tea, breathing in its fragrant steam. The sweetness reminded him of the honey wine served at palace feasts, one of the few clear memories he retained from his previous life.
"What would this Dr. Mansour want from me?"
Samira hesitated. "She's an archaeologist, like me, but more... established. She specializes in your dynasty. Having access to someone with firsthand knowledge would be invaluable to her research."

"Access," Tut repeated, tasting the word. "I would be studied, then. Like the mummies in your museum."

"No, not like that." Samira's voice softened. "But you must understand, your presence here defies everything we know about... well, everything. Science, history, religion."

A knock at the door interrupted them. Samira frowned—she wasn't expecting visitors. She moved to the peephole and peered through.

"Dr. Mansour," she whispered, turning back to Tut with wide eyes. "She's here now. I didn't invite her, I swear."

Tut straightened his shoulders, a habit formed from years of royal audiences. "Let her enter."

Samira hesitated, then opened the door. Dr. Leila Mansour stood in the hallway; her silver-streaked hair pulled back in a severe bun. Despite the late hour, she wore field clothes—khaki pants and a button-up shirt stained with coffee.

"Dr. Ashour," she nodded curtly. "I apologize for the unexpected visit, but after our conversation this morning, I couldn't wait any longer." Her eyes moved past Samira, landing on Tut. Something flickered across her face—doubt, wonder, scientific curiosity.

"You must be the man they're calling Tutankhamen," she said, stepping into the apartment without waiting for an invitation.

Tut rose to his feet, instinctively assuming the formal stance of a pharaoh greeting a subject. "I am Nebkheperure Tutankhamen," he confirmed, his voice taking on the resonant quality that sometimes emerged when he spoke his full name.

Dr. Mansour studied him with unnerving intensity. "Remarkable," she murmured. "Your bone structure matches the CT scans of the mummy. And that stance—it's depicted exactly in the wall paintings at Karnak."

"Dr. Mansour," Samira interjected, "how did you find my apartment?"

"The university has your address on file." She waved the question away, her attention fixed on Tut. "I've brought something I think might interest you." She reached into her bag and pulled out a small object wrapped in cloth.

Tut watched warily as she unwrapped it. Inside was a small ushabti figurine, the kind buried with the dead to serve them in the afterlife. His breath caught.

"This is from my collection," Dr. Mansour explained. "Not from your tomb specifically, but from the same period. I wondered if you might recognize the style."

Tut took the figurine with trembling fingers. The familiar weight of it, the smooth carved surface—memories flooded back of priests preparing similar figures for his journey to the afterlife. He closed his eyes, overwhelmed.

"I had hundreds of these," he whispered. "They were to be my servants when I reached the Field of Reeds." He opened his eyes, looking directly at Dr. Mansour. "But there was no Field of Reeds. Only darkness, and then... here."

Dr. Mansour's professional demeanor cracked slightly. "You remember dying?"

Tut placed the figurine carefully on the table. "I remember pain. My leg was broken. There was fever, and then... nothing." He paused. "Until I heard words being spoken. Ancient words of power that should not have been uttered by modern tongues."

Samira and Dr. Mansour exchanged glances.

"The American expedition," Samira said quietly. "The ritual they performed for the cameras."

"Nonsense," Dr. Mansour replied, but her voice lacked conviction. "That was just theater for the donors."

"Yet here I stand," Tut said simply.

A silence fell over the room. Outside, a car horn blared, startling Tut. These sudden noises still unsettled him—the constant clamor of modern Cairo so different from the measured rhythms of his palace.

Dr. Mansour cleared her throat. "I would like to propose something. The university has a secure facility where we could conduct some tests—discreetly, of course. DNA comparison with the mummy, linguistic analysis, psychological evaluation."

"You wish to prove I am who I claim to be," Tut said.

"Or disprove it," Dr. Mansour replied honestly. "Science demands skepticism."

Samira stepped forward protectively. "He's not a specimen, Dr. Mansour. He's a person who's been through something traumatic."

"I understand your concern, but think of what's at stake here." Dr. Mansour's eyes gleamed with academic fervor. "If he truly is Tutankhamen, reborn or resurrected or whatever has happened, it changes everything we know about death, consciousness, even time itself."

Tut moved to the window again, looking out at the city that had been built atop the ruins of everything he had known. In his time, he had been divine, untouchable. Now he was lost, adrift in a world he didn't understand, clinging to Samira's kindness like a lifeline.

"I will consider your request," he said finally, his voice quiet but firm. "But I am not a curiosity to be studied. I was a king."

Dr. Mansour nodded slowly. "Of course. Take time to think about it." She placed her card on the table next to the ushabti. "Call me when you're ready."

After she left, Samira locked the door and leaned against it, exhaling heavily. "I'm sorry about that."

Tut picked up the ushabti again, running his thumb over the hieroglyphs carved into its base. "Do not apologize. In my time, I was surrounded by those who wanted things from me—advisors, priests, foreign emissaries. It seems some things do not change across millennia."

"What will you do?" Samira asked.

Tut placed the figurine back on the table and looked at her, his amber-brown eyes reflecting both ancient wisdom and childlike vulnerability.

"I will learn," he said simply. "I will learn this new world, as I once learned to be pharaoh." He paused, a small, tentative smile forming. "But first, perhaps you could explain again how to use the shower? The water still burns me or freezes me, with no middle ground."

Samira laughed, the tension in the room breaking. "That's just my terrible plumbing. Come on, I'll show you the trick."

As they walked toward the bathroom, Tut heard a phone ringing in the bedroom. Samira paused mid-explanation about the temperamental hot water knob.

"I should get that," she said, disappearing down the hallway.

Tut stood alone in the small bathroom, staring at the chrome fixtures that still seemed like objects of sorcery. He turned the knob as Samira had demonstrated, careful to find the narrow sweet spot between scalding and freezing. Water hissed from the showerhead. Steam began to fill the small space, reminding him of the bathing rituals performed by his servants. No one touched a pharaoh's skin except those specially designated for such an honor. Now he washed himself, like a common laborer.

From the bedroom, he could hear Samira's voice, low and urgent. Her tone suggested trouble. Tut leaned closer to the door, straining to hear.

"...absolutely not... no press... I don't care what the department wants..."

Tut turned off the water and stepped into the hallway, drawn by the tension in her voice.

Samira paced beside her bed; phone pressed to her ear. When she noticed him, she held up one finger in the gesture he had learned meant "wait."

"Yes, I understand the implications, but he's not ready for that kind of scrutiny," she said, her free hand fidgeting with the copper ankh pendant she always wore. "No, Hossam, I won't bring him to the museum tomorrow. He needs more time."

She listened for a moment, her expression darkening.

"Fine. You can meet him, but not at the museum. Somewhere quiet." Another pause. "The café near my apartment. Noon tomorrow." She ended the call with a sharp tap.

"Another person who wishes to study me?" Tut asked, leaning against the doorframe.

Samira sighed, dropping the phone onto her bed. "Hossam Farouk. He's the senior curator at the National Museum. Specializes in your dynasty. He's heard the rumors and... well, he's insistent."

"You do not trust this man?" Tut observed the way her shoulders had tensed, how her fingers still worried at the pendant.

"It's not that. Hossam is brilliant, but old-school. Very traditional in his methods and beliefs." She sat on the edge of the bed. "He's spent fifty years studying the artifacts of your time. Meeting you might be... overwhelming for him."

Tut nodded slowly. He understood devotion to tradition better than most. "Yet you agreed to this meeting."

"Better Hossam than the press. At least he'll be discreet." Samira looked up at him. "You don't have to do this if you're not ready."

The concern in her eyes touched him. In his former life, no one had worried about his comfort or readiness. He had been pharaoh—his needs came first by divine right. Now he was dependent on this woman's kindness, a stranger who owed him nothing yet had given him shelter, clothing, and patience.

"I will meet him," Tut decided. "Perhaps this Hossam Farouk can help me understand what has happened to me."

Samira smiled; relief evident in the softening of her features. "Thank you. I'll be with you the whole time."

Later that night, unable to sleep, Tut wandered to the small balcony off Samira's living room. The city spread before him, a constellation of electric lights that outshone the stars. Cairo never truly slept; even now, cars moved along distant streets, and music drifted from somewhere nearby.

He pressed his palms against the railing, feeling the cool metal against his skin. Everything in this world was either harder or softer than he remembered—metals smoother, fabrics gentler, foods more intensely flavored. His senses, dormant for millennia, sometimes overwhelmed him with input.

The door slid open behind him. Samira stepped out, wrapped in a robe, her hair loose around her shoulders.

"Can't sleep?" she asked, joining him at the railing.

"My thoughts are too loud," he admitted. "In my time, I would have called for musicians to play until I drifted to sleep."

Samira smiled. "I could put on some music, if you'd like."

"No." Tut shook his head. "The silence helps me think."

They stood together, watching the city. A question that had been lingering in Tut's mind finally found voice.

"Why do you help me, Samira? You had no obligation to take in a strange man claiming to be a long-dead king."

She considered this; her face thoughtful in the dim light from the street. "At first, professional curiosity, I suppose. Then..." She paused. "Then I saw how lost you were. How genuine your confusion seemed." She turned to look at him. "I've spent my career studying your world through objects left behind. The chance to actually speak with someone who lived it—even if there's only a fraction of a chance, you're who you claim to be—I couldn't walk away from that."

"And if I am merely deluded? A madman with peculiar knowledge?"

"Then you're still someone who needs help," she said simply. "Either way, leaving you alone on the street wasn't an option."

Tut nodded, touched by her honesty. In the palace, people had spoken to him with careful words, always measured, always calculating. Samira's straightforwardness was refreshing.

"Tomorrow," he said, "when we meet this Hossam Farouk, what should I expect?"

"Questions. Many questions." Samira leaned her elbows on the railing. "He'll likely test you, try to catch you in inconsistencies. Hossam has spent decades studying Ancient Egyptian language, customs, religion. If anyone can verify your knowledge, it's him."

"And if he believes me?"

Samira's expression grew serious. "That's what worries me. Hossam is deeply religious, in his own way. His reverence for ancient Egyptian traditions goes beyond academic interest. If he truly believes you're Tutankhamun..." She trailed off.

"He might see me as more than a man," Tut finished for her. The thought was both familiar and unsettling. He had been raised to believe in his own divinity, taught that his blood carried the essence of the gods. Now, thousands of years removed from that certainty, he wasn't sure what to believe about himself.

"Get some rest," Samira said gently. "Tomorrow will be challenging enough."

Morning arrived with the call to prayer echoing across the city. Tut had grown accustomed to the sound—five times daily, the muezzin's voice reminded the faithful of their duties. It was different from the religious practices of his time, yet the devotion felt familiar.

Samira helped him select appropriate clothing—a button-down shirt and trousers that still felt strange against his skin. He preferred the linen garments of his era, but understood the necessity of blending in.

The café was only a short walk from the apartment. As they approached, Tut noticed an elderly man sitting alone at an outdoor table, a carved walking stick propped against his chair. His deeply lined face lifted at their approach, eyes widening as they fixed on Tut.

"That's Hossam," Samira whispered.

The old man struggled to his feet, arthritic fingers gripping the table for support. His eyes never left Tut's face.

"Remarkable," he said in Egyptian Arabic, his voice barely above a whisper. "The resemblance to the reconstructions..."

Samira guided Tut to the table. "Dr. Farouk, this is... my friend Farid. Farid, this is Dr. Hossam Farouk."

Tut recognized the false name as the one Samira had created for him—a necessary deception in public. He inclined his head in greeting, careful not to bow as he would have in his former life.

"Please, sit," Hossam gestured to the empty chairs, lowering himself back into his seat with a grimace of discomfort.

A server approached, and Samira ordered coffee for all of them. When the young woman left, silence descended on the table. Hossam continued to stare at Tut, his gaze analytical yet tinged with something deeper—a hunger that made Tut uneasy.

"Samira tells me you claim to be Nebkheperure Tutankhamun," Hossam finally said, his voice low enough that nearby patrons couldn't hear.

"I am."
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Samira took her promise of care seriously. She stuffed the freezer with ice cream, taught Tut how to use a remote control, and explained—through both demonstration and lengthy, hesitant dialogue—the concept of "internet culture," which seemed to her guest more sorcerous than the Book of the Dead. From her small, sun-warmed apartment above the traffic-clogged streets of Dokki, she built a sanctuary for him to learn at his own pace.

He resisted, at first. Each new lesson—a microwave's shriek, a car horn, the blue light of a television—struck him as some form of mild punishment, the god-king exiled to a realm of perpetual incomprehension. The familiar world of his memory—incense and lotus, the measured order of priests—now felt like a fever dream. He found himself missing the solemn din of the palace, the structure of ritual, even the burden of expectation that had pressed on his young shoulders. At night, when the city grew less frantic, he paced the length of Samira’s narrow balcony and counted the squares of light in the high-rises across the river, wondering if his ancestors would recognize him in this guise.

Samira sometimes woke to find him standing in the hallway, palms pressed flat to the wall as if seeking a hidden lever. She chose not to startle him, instead brewing strong Turkish coffee and waiting until he wandered, barefoot, to the kitchen table. In these early-morning hours he was often calm, even philosophical, and their conversations slid from language lessons to metaphysics.

“Does the world still require gods?” he asked her one dawn, after a long silence.

She considered this carefully. “Not gods, maybe. But meaning. We still need meaning.”

He nodded, as if that settled it, and returned to his mug, blowing on it with regal deliberation.

She worried he would try to leave—to vanish into the city, to find some fragment of the past. She worried even more that he would stay, and wither under the weight of his disappointment. So, she orchestrated field trips: the Egyptian Museum, old Coptic churches, even the zoo. Tut never protested, but she sensed his reluctance—the way he hunched his shoulders in crowds, the way his eyes flicked to the exits and emergency signage. She took him to a library, certain the sight of so many books would delight him. Instead, he seemed overwhelmed by the chaos of printed words, by the contradictory narratives of human history arrayed on the shelves.

It was in the museum, surrounded by glass cases and curious foreigners, that he first glimpsed his own face. The bust was an “accurate forensic reconstruction” perched atop a pedestal near the gift shop. The resemblance, in the empty eye sockets and narrow jaw, was uncanny. He stood before it for a long time, as if testing the reality of his own existence. Samira watched, uncertain how to help. When he turned to her, it was with a faint, rueful smile.

“They have made me into a relic,” he said. “A thing for tourists.”

“Everything ends up in a museum, eventually,” she replied, and was surprised to see him laugh.

The world outside vibrated with rumors. The sighting of a man who resembled an ancient king quickly became a social media phenomenon. Photos, some real and some obviously AI created spread in ever-widening ripples. Whispers reached the back rooms of the museums, the private salons of collectors, and the newsrooms of tabloids eager for sensation. The more Samira tried to keep Tut hidden, the more visible he seemed to become—a paradox she found both infuriating and inevitable.

This was how the man known as Farouk first heard the story.

Farouk was not his real name, but it served as a kind of mask—a persona built for navigating Cairo’s underworld of antiquities and black-market deals. He had a talent for identifying profit in the detritus of lost empires. The moment he glimpsed Tut’s picture, seated awkwardly on a faded bus seat, he understood the possibilities. It was not just about money, though there was always money to be made. This was about owning a piece of history—about controlling a narrative that had belonged, until now, to the dead.

Farouk began to assemble a team. He found men who were more muscle than mind, and women whose skills lay in digital surveillance and the art of the con. He studied Samira’s habits, her address, her favorite grocery. He learned the precise pattern of her commutes and the hours she spent at the university. He traced the odd, erratic movements of the boy King, who sometimes wandered the neighborhood in threadbare sandals, always looking up at the sky as if seeking a sign from the old gods.

Farouk set his plan in motion with the patience of a chess player. He hired a pair of university students, promising them an “exclusive scoop” and a generous payment, to tail Samira and Tut on their excursions. They were clumsy, but effective: within a week, Farouk had a dossier of times and places, lists of their friends and contacts, even blurry snapshots of Tut caught off-guard in puddles of golden afternoon light.

Meanwhile, Samira sensed the net closing. She noticed the same unfamiliar faces on the tram, sensed the prickle of eyes in crowded places. She began to keep her phone switched off for hours, hoping to derail any attempt at electronic tracking, and left decoy messages for her colleagues warning of vague “security threats.” She grew increasingly anxious, and her worry infected Tut. He was not naive—he recognized the scent of danger when it drifted near, even when masked by the exhaust and spice of modern Cairo.

One evening, as the sun dipped behind the city’s skeletal skyline, Samira told Tut the truth. They sat on her balcony, the air alive with the calls of street vendors and the distant thrum of prayer.

“They want you,” she said bluntly. “Someone wants to take you. I think it’s a collector, or maybe worse.”

He considered this, unafraid. “To display me? Or to destroy me?”

“Does it matter?”

After a pause, he shook his head. “It is the same, in the end.”

She reached for his hand, and he let her, his fingers cold but steady. “I won’t let them,” she said, and realized as the words left her mouth that she meant it.

That night, she arranged for them to sleep in shifts, keeping a kitchen knife close at hand. Tut took first watch, and when she woke to switch places, she found him writing in a composition notebook she’d left on the table. On the first page was a meticulous drawing of a shabti, the funerary servant figurine. On the second, a list titled “Things I Must Learn.”

At the top stood: How to navigate the world without a name.  

The next morning, as they prepared to visit an ally at the university—a linguist named Dr. Emil Novak—Samira insisted they disguise themselves. She gave Tut her late uncle’s aviator sunglasses and a battered baseball cap advertising a local soccer team. He submitted to the costume without protest, though the cap sat awkwardly on his head. She felt almost maternal as she guided him through crowds, holding his elbow, whispering reminders in his ear. 

Dr. Novak greeted them in his cluttered office, which smelled of instant coffee and printer ink. He was a cautious, meticulous man who prided himself on skepticism, but the sight of Tut seemed to unravel his usual defenses. He offered them tea, and after some pleasantries, Samira explained their predicament.

“We need to go off-grid,” she said. “You know people. Is there a safe place?”

Novak nodded; brow furrowed. “My cousin has a farmhouse outside the city. Quiet, isolated. You could lay low there.”

As they left, Novak pressed a slip of paper into Samira’s palm, with directions written in his precise, looping script. “Go tonight,” he advised. “I’ll warn you if anyone asks questions.”

On the walk back, Tut asked, “Do you trust him?”

Samira considered this. “Enough. But we’ll be careful.”

That evening, they packed hastily—clothes, notebooks, the ushabti, a packet of instant coffee. The drive out of Cairo was tense, every glance in the rearview mirror a fresh spike of adrenaline. Tut watched the passing lights with a quiet intensity, as though memorizing each landmark.

The farmhouse was modest, with cracked stucco walls and a garden overrun by weeds. But it was safe, and the air tasted clean. For the first time in weeks, Samira felt her shoulders relax.

They spent the next days in a limbo of waiting. Tut took to digging in the garden, unearthing clumps of clay and inspecting them for traces of ancient life. At night, he and Samira played chess by candlelight, their games punctuated by bursts of laughter or thoughtful silence. It was almost a kind of peace.

But elsewhere, Farouk tightened his net. His men followed the trail to Novak’s office, piecing together the connection. He bribed a lab assistant for scraps of information. He posted a lookout near the university gates, who saw Samira’s car leave at dusk, headlights off, moving too quickly for evening traffic.

On the third day, a neighbor’s dog began to bark in the early hours before dawn. Samira woke instantly, pulse racing. She peered out the window and saw, in the faint blue glow of the approaching morning, the shadowed outline of a van parked across the dirt road. Samira's throat tightened. She slipped from bed, careful not to make a sound, and padded to the guest room where Tut slept.

He was already awake, sitting cross-legged on the floor, the ushabti figurine cradled in his palms. His eyes met hers in the darkness.

"They have found us," he said, his voice calm.

Samira nodded, her mind racing through their limited options. The farmhouse had a back door that led into a grove of olive trees. If they moved quickly and quietly...

"We need to leave," she whispered. "Now."

Tut placed the ushabti carefully in his pocket and rose to his feet. He had slept in his clothes—a habit he'd developed since arriving in this new world. Always ready to flee.

They gathered their essential belongings in silence: Samira's phone, their documents, a bottle of water. Through the window, she could see shadows moving across the yard—at least three men approaching the house.

"This way," she mouthed, leading Tut toward the kitchen and the back exit.

As they crept down the hallway, a floorboard creaked beneath Tut's foot. They froze. Outside, the footsteps quickened.

The back door was just meters away when they heard the front door splinter open. Samira grabbed Tut's hand and pulled him through the kitchen. They burst outside into the cool night air just as voices filled the house behind them.

"Run!" Samira hissed, pulling him toward the olive grove.

They sprinted across the open yard, exposed under the waning moon. Behind them, a shout went up. Flashlight beams cut through the darkness, sweeping across the ground at their heels.

The olive trees offered some cover, their gnarled trunks and silver leaves breaking up their silhouettes. Samira led Tut deeper into the grove, her heart pounding against her ribs. She knew these men weren't just collectors or curious journalists—the violence of their entry suggested something far more dangerous.

"There's a road beyond these trees," she whispered between breaths. "If we can reach it—"

A beam of light caught them, freezing them in its harsh glare.

"There!" a voice called out.

Tut pulled Samira behind the trunk of an ancient olive. His face was calm, composed, despite the danger. For a moment, she glimpsed the pharaoh he must have been—decisive even in crisis.

"We cannot outrun them," he said, his voice steady. "But perhaps we can mislead them."

He pointed to where the grove split into two directions—one path leading toward the road, the other deeper into the countryside.

"You go that way," he said, indicating the road. "I will lead them away."

"No," Samira protested. "I won't leave you."

The voices grew closer, flashlight beams dancing between the trees.

"You must," Tut insisted. "Find help. I will be fine." A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. "I have survived death itself. These men are nothing."

Before she could argue further, Tut darted away from their hiding spot, deliberately making noise as he crashed through the underbrush in the opposite direction from the road. The shouts immediately redirected, following his path.

Samira hesitated for only a second before slipping away toward the road. Tears blurred her vision as she ran, guilt and fear knotting in her stomach. The sounds of pursuit faded behind her as Tut led their hunters away.

The road, when she reached it, was deserted. No cars, no houses in sight. Just a ribbon of asphalt winding through the countryside, silvered by moonlight. Samira pulled out her phone—one bar of signal, battery at fifteen percent. She dialed the only number she could think of.

"Dr. Mansour? It's Samira. We need help."

Tut ran until his lungs burned, until the unfamiliar sensation of physical exertion reminded him that this body—this second chance at life—was as fragile as his first had been. Behind him, the men crashed through the olive grove, their flashlights creating a disorienting strobe effect through the trees.

He had been hunted before, in his first life. Court intrigue had followed him even as a child-king. But then he'd had guards, advisors, the protective circle of his status. Now he had only his wits and this body still adjusting to its resurrection.

The trees thinned out ahead, revealing open farmland. Nowhere to hide. Tut changed direction, doubling back along the edge of the grove. His pursuers were spreading out, calling to each other in sharp bursts of modern Egyptian Arabic that he could only partially understand.

A flashlight beam caught him, pinning him like a spear of light. A shout went up.

Tut didn't stop. He plunged back into the trees, zigzagging between trunks. His foot caught on a root and he stumbled, falling hard onto the packed earth. Pain shot through his ankle—a familiar pain, reminiscent of the old injury that had plagued his first life.

Before he could rise, rough hands seized him, hauling him upright. A cloth bag was thrust over his head, plunging him into darkness.

"Got him!" a gruff voice announced. "Tell Farouk we have the pharaoh."

Tut didn't struggle as they bound his wrists. He had been prepared for this moment since waking in this strange new world. Death, capture, worship, fear—these were the only responses he had expected from the modern era. At least now, he thought, the waiting was over.

They marched him back through the grove, one man on each arm. Through the cloth, Tut could smell cigarette smoke and sweat. He focused on keeping his footing, on maintaining what dignity he could.

"Where is the woman?" one captor asked.

"Doesn't matter," another replied. "Farouk only wants him."

They reached vehicles—Tut could hear doors opening, engines idling. He was pushed into what felt like the back of a van, forced to sit on a metal floor. The doors slammed shut, and the vehicle lurched forward.

As they drove, Tut's thoughts turned to Samira. He hoped she had escaped, had reached the road safely. In the short time he had known her, she had shown him more kindness than he had experienced in either of his lives. She had treated him not as a god or a curiosity, but as a person worthy of patience and understanding.

The van stopped after what felt like hours. Tut was pulled out and led, still blindfolded, across uneven ground. A door opened. The air changed—cooler, musty, enclosed. They descended stairs. Underground, then. A familiar setting for one who had spent millennia in a tomb.

The bag was finally removed from his head. Tut blinked against the sudden light, his eyes adjusting slowly. He stood in a basement room with stone walls and a low ceiling. Archaeological artifacts lined shelves along one wall—pottery shards, small statues, fragments of papyrus in glass cases. A collector's private museum.

Before him sat an elderly man in a wheelchair. His face was deeply lined, his hands spotted with age, but his eyes were sharp and alert. He studied Tut with an intensity that reminded him of the priests who had prepared his body for mummification—clinical, assessing, reverent.

"Nebkheperure Tutankhamun," the old man said, his voice surprisingly strong. "Or should I call you Farid, as Dr. Ashour does?"

Tut straightened his shoulders, falling naturally into the posture of a pharaoh receiving a subject. "You may call me by my true name. And who are you that orders men to hunt me like an animal?"

The old man's lips curved in a slight smile. "My name is Hossam Farouk. I have spent my life studying your dynasty, your family, your reign." He gestured to the artifacts surrounding them. "I have dedicated myself to preserving what remains of your world."

"By stealing it?" Tut asked, glancing at the artifacts. Many appeared to be items that belonged in museums, not private collections.

"By protecting it," Farouk corrected. "From those who would not understand its significance." He wheeled himself closer, examining Tut's face with hungry eyes. "I never imagined I would meet you in the flesh. When I heard the rumors, saw the photographs... I knew I had to find you before the authorities did."

"What do you want from me?"
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"What does any man want when faced with the impossible?" Farouk spread his hands. "Understanding. Proof. The chance to rewrite history."

Tut studied the man before him, taking in the reverence and hunger mingling in his gaze. He had seen that look before, in the eyes of priests and advisors who sought his favor, his power. The names and languages might have changed, but human desire remained constant across millennia.
"You believe I am who I claim to be," Tut said. It wasn't a question.
"I have my doubts," Farouk admitted, "but the evidence is... compelling." He gestured to one of his men, who brought forward a tablet. Farouk swiped through images—side-by-side comparisons of Tut's face with reconstructions of the mummy, detailed notes on his mannerisms and speech patterns.

"You've been watching me for some time," Tut observed, a chill settling in his stomach. He thought of Samira's growing paranoia, her insistence on disguises and alternate routes. She had been right all along.

"Necessity," Farouk said dismissively. "But now we can speak directly." He wheeled himself closer, lowering his voice. "If you are truly Tutankhamun, returned from death, then you hold knowledge that could transform our understanding of ancient Egypt. Rituals, language, daily life—details lost to time."

Tut's wrists ached where the ropes bit into his skin. "And if I refuse to share this knowledge?"

Farouk's expression hardened. "Then perhaps you are merely a skilled impostor, and I have wasted my time." He nodded to one of his men, who stepped forward with a small wooden box.

From it, Farouk removed a familiar object: a small golden ring, inlaid with lapis lazuli and carved with hieroglyphics.

"Do you recognize this?" he asked, holding it up to the light.

Tut's breath caught. The signet ring—his personal seal, buried with him in the tomb. He had worn it on his right hand during official ceremonies, pressing it into hot wax to mark royal decrees.

"Where did you get that?" he demanded, unable to mask the emotion in his voice.

"The black market has its uses," Farouk replied. "Not everything from your tomb made it to museums." He studied Tut's reaction with satisfaction. "Only the true Tutankhamun would recognize this particular ring's significance."

Tut's mind raced. The ring was authentic—he could see the small imperfection in the gold where it had been repaired during his lifetime. But Farouk's possession of it raised disturbing questions about what else might have been stolen from his tomb.

"What do you propose?" Tut asked carefully.

"Cooperation," Farouk said. "You will stay here, under my protection. You will answer my questions, help authenticate artifacts, perhaps even record your memories of your former life." His eyes gleamed with excitement. "In return, I offer safety, comfort, and guidance in this modern world that must seem so alien to you."

"And Samira?"

"Dr. Ashour is irrelevant now." Farouk waved a dismissive hand. "She served her purpose, keeping you hidden until I could find you."

Anger flashed through Tut, hot and sudden. "She protected me. Taught me. Showed me kindness when others would have exploited me." As he had once been taught to do in court, he kept his voice level despite his fury. "As you are attempting to do now."

Farouk's expression darkened. "Don't mistake my interest for exploitation. I revere your legacy. These men"—he gestured to his guards—"follow ancient traditions. We could restore your proper place in this world."

The implication hung in the air between them. Farouk wasn't just offering shelter—he was offering worship. The chance to be treated as divine once more, as Tut had been in his first life.

The temptation was stronger than Tut wanted to admit. In the weeks since his awakening, he had struggled with his diminished status. No longer a god-king, just a displaced person dependent on others' charity. Farouk offered a return to glory, even if only within these stone walls.

But the price would be Samira's friendship, her honest treatment of him as a person rather than a relic. It would mean betraying the one person who had seen him as human.

"I will consider your offer," Tut said finally, buying time. "But first, I must rest. This ordeal has exhausted me."

Farouk studied him for a moment, then nodded. "Of course. You'll be shown to comfortable quarters." He gestured to one of his men. "Remove his restraints. He is not a prisoner, but an honored guest."

The ropes were cut from Tut's wrists. He resisted the urge to rub at the raw skin, unwilling to show weakness.

"One of my men will bring you food and clean clothing," Farouk continued. "Tomorrow, we will begin our work together." He held out the signet ring. "A gesture of good faith. This belongs to you."

Tut accepted the ring, feeling its familiar weight in his palm. The gold had been cold in Farouk's hand but warmed quickly against his skin—as if recognizing its master. He slipped it onto his finger, where it fit perfectly.

"Until tomorrow, then," he said with a slight inclination of his head—not the full bow of a subject, but not the imperious nod of a pharaoh either. A careful middle ground.

As he was led from the room, Tut memorized each turn, each doorway. The building appeared to be an old villa, with stone floors and high ceilings. His "quarters" turned out to be a comfortable bedroom with a private bathroom—luxurious compared to Samira's modest apartment, but still a cage.

The door locked behind him with a soft click. Tut stood in the center of the room, alone with his thoughts. He looked down at the ring on his finger, the symbol of his former power. In his first life, he had been surrounded by those who sought to control him—advisors, priests, family members with their own agendas. Now, thousands of years later, nothing had changed.

Except him. He had changed. The weeks with Samira had shown him
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