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Introduction

"Cleopatra said no man shall ever find her tomb… so I had to be a woman to succeed!"

This is an illustrated romance novella, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I was Elliott Simmons, a seasoned archaeologist, determined to uncover Cleopatra’s tomb—a feat nobody had ever accomplished. The ancient queen’s warning haunted me: “No man shall ever find my tomb.”

Then it happened.

In the depths of a forgotten chamber, Cleopatra’s spirit appeared, her gaze piercing my soul. She transformed me into Ellen, declaring that only as a woman could I complete her quest.

What began as a reluctant transformation became an extraordinary self-exploration. With my best friend Darwin by my side and the brilliant Amira guiding our path, we uncovered secrets lost to time, faced deadly rivals, and unraveled the mystery of Cleopatra’s legacy.

But the greatest discovery of all? The truth about myself.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender love, magical feminization, adventure & transgender romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Finding Her.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You

[image: A screenshot of a book  Description automatically generated]

Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

I SAT AT MY DESK, a fortress of chaos built from yellowed maps, dusty journals, and an assortment of tools that had seen more ancient sands than most men alive. The dim light of the desk lamp flickered, casting shadows on the edges of my latest obsession—a papyrus fragment I’d managed to acquire through some rather questionable means. It wasn’t the ethics of the acquisition that gnawed at me; it was the words scrawled in faded ink: No man shall ever find my tomb.

Cleopatra’s curse, as it was commonly known among archaeologists. Over the years, it had been cited in countless journals, whispered in excavation camps, and plastered across the covers of sensationalist magazines. Most dismissed it as legend, a tale spun to keep tomb raiders at bay. But as I stared at those words, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it.

I leaned back in my creaky chair, running a hand through my graying hair. The room smelled of leather and old paper, comforting in its familiarity. But comfort wasn’t what I needed. At forty-five, with a career spanning two decades, I had plenty of accolades, enough discoveries to keep my name in the annals of history.
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Yet, something was missing.

Cleopatra’s tomb had become my white whale, an elusive prize that refused to reveal itself despite countless hours of research.

I picked up my mug of cold coffee, grimacing as the bitter liquid slid down my throat. The bitterness matched my mood. “Why am I even doing this?” I muttered to the empty room.

The question lingered, unanswered. I’d spent years chasing relics, proving my worth to peers and skeptics alike. Yet, with each discovery, the exhilaration faded faster. My reputation was solid, my bank account comfortable, but none of it mattered if I couldn’t crack this mystery.

Cleopatra wasn’t just a queen; she was an enigma, a symbol of intelligence, power, and beauty. Finding her tomb would cement my legacy, a feat that would outshine even the greats.

But the curse lingered. And not just in legend. Deep down, I wondered if there was truth to it.

What if she really had ensured her resting place would remain hidden forever?

The thought sent a shiver down my spine.

I stood, stretching my stiff muscles, and paced the room. Maps of Egypt covered the walls, dotted with red pins marking every lead, every possible location. Alexandria, Taposiris Magna, the Nile Delta—all dead ends so far. I’d followed every trail, chased every whisper, yet Cleopatra remained elusive.

On the corner of my desk sat a framed photograph of a younger me, grinning under the blazing sun of an excavation site. My team surrounded me, tools in hand, dusty and triumphant. I barely recognized the man in the picture. Back then, I’d been driven by passion, a fire that burned bright and unrelenting. Now, I felt more like an automaton, going through the motions, chasing a dream that seemed further away with each passing day.

I picked up the photograph, staring at it as if the younger me could provide answers.

“You had no doubts,” I said to the smiling face. “No fear of failure.”

Failure. That was the crux of it. The fear that I might spend the rest of my life chasing Cleopatra only to come up empty-handed. The fear that the curse wasn’t just a clever ruse but an insurmountable truth.

I placed the photo back on the desk and grabbed a nearby journal, flipping through pages of notes, sketches, and theories. My handwriting grew messier as the years progressed, a visual representation of my mounting frustration. I’d theorized about hidden chambers, secret passages, and underwater tombs. I’d consulted experts, historians, and even so-called psychics.

Nothing had panned out.

The papyrus fragment stared back at me, mocking my efforts. No man shall ever find my tomb.

What if that was the key?

What if the curse wasn’t a warning but a challenge?

The thought hit me like a jolt of electricity. Could it be that Cleopatra had left clues, knowing that only someone willing to think beyond the ordinary could succeed? Perhaps her tomb wasn’t meant to be found by brute force or advanced technology but by understanding her as a person, a ruler, a woman.

“Think, Elliott,” I murmured, pacing again.

“If you were Cleopatra, where would you hide?”

The possibilities swirled in my mind, each more outlandish than the last. She’d been a master of strategy, outsmarting even the most formidable opponents. Would she have hidden her tomb in plain sight, or would she have chosen a remote, unassuming location? The curse added another layer of complexity. It wasn’t just about hiding; it was about ensuring her resting place remained untouched.

I sank back into my chair, the weight of it all pressing down on me. A soft knock at the door startled me. It was probably Darwin, my oldest friend and the only person who’d tolerated my obsessive tendencies for this long.

“Come in,” I called, my voice weary.

The door creaked open, and Darwin’s familiar face appeared. His sandy hair was disheveled, and he carried a paper bag that smelled of greasy takeout. “You look like you’ve been up all night,” he said, stepping inside.

“I have,” I admitted. “Cleopatra doesn’t exactly keep office hours.”

He chuckled, setting the bag on my desk.

“Maybe she’d answer if you sent an email.”

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help a small smile. Darwin had a way of diffusing my gloom, even when I didn’t want him to. “What’s that?” I asked, nodding at the bag.

“Fuel for your obsession,” he said, pulling out a burger and fries.

“Figured you hadn’t eaten.”

He wasn’t wrong. I tore into the burger, the grease and salt momentarily distracting me from my spiraling thoughts.

“So, what’s the plan?” Darwin asked, leaning against the desk.

“Another late night with maps and conspiracy theories?”

I swallowed a mouthful of fries, hesitating. “I was thinking…maybe it’s time to take a different approach.”
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Darwin raised an eyebrow. “Different how?”

“I…I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “But I can’t keep doing the same thing and expecting different results.”

He nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Well, whatever it is, count me out if it involves curses or creepy tombs.”

I smiled, knowing full well I’d drag him into it eventually. For now, though, the seed of a new idea had been planted. Perhaps the key to Cleopatra’s tomb wasn’t in the maps or the artifacts. Perhaps it was in understanding the woman herself.

Darwin sat across from me, one leg bouncing nervously as he worked through a paper cup of coffee. His eyes darted from my cluttered desk to the wall of maps, then back to me. “I don’t get it, Elliott,” he said finally. “Why does this tomb matter so much to you? Haven’t you done enough?”

I leaned back in my chair, letting his question hang in the air. Darwin had a way of cutting through my justifications, forcing me to confront the raw truth. “It’s not just about the tomb,” I said after a moment.

“It’s what it represents. Cleopatra wasn’t just a queen. She was…she was everything I admire. Intelligent. Strategic. Ahead of her time. Finding her tomb isn’t just about archaeology. It’s about understanding her story.”

Darwin raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re obsessed with a dead queen. Got it. But why drag me into this? You know I’m not exactly Indiana Jones.”

“Because you’re the best cameraman I know,” I said, giving him a pointed look. “And because I trust you. This isn’t just some wild goose chase. If we pull this off, it’ll be the discovery of the century. And I want you there with me.”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Look, Elliott, I just got divorced. I’m broke, I’m tired, and the last thing I need is to get cursed by some ancient mummy.”

“No one’s getting cursed,” I said firmly.

“This is about history, Darwin. About legacy. Don’t you want to be part of something bigger than yourself?”

He gave me a skeptical look but didn’t respond. I took that as a small victory.

“I’ll make it worth your while,” I added. “If we find the tomb, the footage alone will be worth a fortune. You could pay off your debts, start fresh.”

That seemed to catch his attention. He leaned forward, his coffee forgotten.

“You really think we have a shot?”

“I do,” I said, my voice steady. “But I need you on board. This isn’t a one-man job.”

Darwin stared at me for a long moment, then shook his head with a resigned laugh. “Fine. But if I get cursed, I’m haunting you for eternity.”

I grinned, relief washing over me. “Deal.”


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE FLIGHT TO CAIRO the next month felt endless, even with Darwin sitting beside me, cracking jokes at my expense. He hadn’t stopped teasing me since we left the house, calling me everything from “Indiana Grump” to “The Tomb Raider’s Nerdy Cousin.” I pretended to be annoyed, but truthfully, his sarcasm was the only thing keeping me from spiraling into my usual pre-expedition anxiety.

When the plane finally touched down, the heat hit us like a wave as we stepped onto the tarmac. Darwin muttered something about melting before we even got started, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Egypt had always been like this for me—a mix of overwhelming heat and overwhelming awe. The city was alive, bustling with energy and color.

Every corner seemed to hum with a story waiting to be uncovered.

Our cab ride to the hotel was a blur of honking horns, vibrant markets, and the occasional camel casually strolling by. Darwin had his camera out, snapping photos through the window like a wide-eyed tourist. “You’d think they invented chaos here,” he said, pointing at a cart of oranges precariously weaving through traffic.

“I thought you liked chaos,” I replied.

“Isn’t that what makes good footage?”

“Controlled chaos,” he corrected. “This? This is insanity.”
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The hotel was an oasis compared to the crowded streets outside. Marble floors gleamed under crystal chandeliers, and a faint scent of jasmine lingered in the air. Darwin whistled as we checked in, clearly impressed. “I hope this tomb you’re dragging me to has air conditioning,” he joked, lugging his bag toward the elevator.

Our room was spacious, with high ceilings and a balcony that overlooked the Nile. I spent a few minutes taking it all in while Darwin immediately flopped onto one of the beds, shoes and all. “Wake me when it’s dinner time,” he said, closing his eyes.

I sat by the window, the hum of Cairo’s streets below filling the silence. This city had always held a special place in my heart. Its history was a constant reminder of why I did what I did. But tonight, it wasn’t just the past calling to me—it was Cleopatra. Her curse, her mystery, her challenge. It was all I could think about as the city lights twinkled in the distance.

Later that evening, we ventured to the hotel restaurant. The menu was a blend of traditional Egyptian dishes and international cuisine, but Darwin, ever the picky eater, ordered a burger. I opted for koshari, a mix of lentils, rice, and pasta topped with spicy tomato sauce and crispy onions. The flavors were bold and comforting, a reminder that sometimes simplicity was best.

“So,” Darwin said between bites, “what’s the plan for tomorrow? Or are we just winging it?”

“Not quite,” I replied. “I’ve arranged for a guide to meet us in the morning. She comes highly recommended—a historian with a knack for finding things others miss.”

Darwin raised an eyebrow. “She? You sure this isn’t just an elaborate excuse to date someone?”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s called professionalism, Darwin. Maybe you should try it sometime.”

He laughed, raising his glass. “To professionalism, then. May it lead us to the cursed queen herself.”

As the night wore on, my nerves started to settle. Darwin’s humor and the promise of a fresh start in the morning gave me hope that this journey might be different. For the first time in months, I allowed myself to believe we could succeed.

Morning came with the sound of Cairo’s streets buzzing to life. Car horns, distant calls to prayer, and the occasional bray of a donkey pulled me out of sleep. Darwin, as expected, was still sprawled on his bed, one arm draped over his eyes. He muttered something incomprehensible when I nudged him awake.

“Come on,” I said, tossing a pillow at him. “We’ve got a guide to meet.”

“Do guides come with coffee?” he grumbled, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

After a quick breakfast in the hotel’s dining room, where Darwin consumed a staggering amount of pastries, we made our way to the lobby. Amira was already waiting for us, standing with the confidence of someone who knew her way around not just the city but its secrets. She wore a loose linen blouse and khaki pants, her dark hair pulled back in a neat braid. Her eyes, sharp and calculating, gave the impression she missed nothing.

“Dr. Simmons, Mr. Briggs,” she greeted us with a slight nod. Her English was impeccable, though her accent added a melodic lilt to her words. “I trust your flight was uneventful?”

“Uneventful is generous,” Darwin said, shaking her hand. “But we survived.”

“Good,” she replied. “Because what lies ahead will require resilience.”

I liked her immediately.

We piled into a small, battered van driven by an elderly man who nodded and smiled but said nothing. The first stop on Amira’s itinerary was the Egyptian Museum. I’d been there countless times before, but the awe it inspired never waned. As we stepped inside, the sheer scale of the collection hit me—artifacts from every dynasty, each piece whispering its own story.

Amira led us through the exhibits with a fluidity that spoke to her expertise. “The key to understanding Cleopatra lies not just in the artifacts,” she explained, “but in the context of her time. She was a queen at the crossroads of two great civilizations.”

Darwin, camera slung over his shoulder, snapped pictures while trying to appear interested. “So, what you’re saying is, she was a big deal,” he said.

Amira arched an eyebrow. “A gross understatement, but yes.”

We stopped in front of a marble bust of Cleopatra. The artistry was exquisite, capturing both her beauty and her intellect. I found myself staring, as if the stone could somehow offer answers.

“Do you think she left clues about her tomb?” I asked Amira.

She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “It’s possible. Cleopatra was not only a queen but a master of strategy. If she wanted to hide something, she would have done so with intention.”

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of hieroglyphs, sarcophagi, and relics. Amira’s knowledge was vast, but it was her passion that struck me most. She spoke of Cleopatra not as a figure of history but as a woman—flawed, brilliant, and fiercely determined.

By midday, Darwin looked like he was ready to collapse. “I’m all for history,” he said, “but is there a guide to surviving your guide? Because I’m starving.”
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Amira rolled her eyes but indulged his request. We stopped at a small café near Tahrir Square, where the aroma of spices filled the air. Plates of falafel, hummus, and freshly baked bread appeared before us, and even Darwin’s complaints disappeared as he dug in.

“So,” he said between bites, “what’s next? Another museum? Or do we get to see something a little more Indiana Jones?”

Amira smirked. “Patience, Mr. Briggs. Tomorrow, we venture into the field. But for today, we build your understanding.”

Darwin groaned, but I couldn’t help but feel a spark of excitement. Amira was right. To find Cleopatra, we needed more than maps and tools. We needed to understand her world.

The afternoon took us to the Coptic Museum, a quieter but equally fascinating space. Amira focused on the cultural interplay between Egypt and Rome during Cleopatra’s reign, pointing out artifacts that spoke to the blending of traditions. Darwin trailed behind us, occasionally snapping photos but mostly looking for a place to sit.

By the time we returned to the hotel, the sun was sinking low, casting a golden glow over the city. Darwin collapsed onto his bed, groaning. “If Cleopatra’s curse is real, it’s probably just exhaustion,” he muttered.

I sat by the window again, notebook in hand, jotting down everything I could remember from the day. Amira’s insights had given me new angles to consider, and for the first time in months, I felt like we were moving closer to something tangible.

As the city settled into its nighttime rhythm, I found myself looking forward to tomorrow. The real work was about to begin.

The sun had barely risen when we set out again, the cityscape of Cairo quickly giving way to the desolate beauty of the desert. The jeep jostled and bounced over uneven trails as we headed toward the outskirts. Amira sat up front, her posture straight as she gave the occasional direction to the driver. Darwin was beside me, trying to capture the shifting sands through his camera lens while muttering about the lack of suspension in the vehicle.

“Remind me again why we’re doing this?” he said, half-joking.

“Adventure,” I replied, grinning despite myself. “And maybe, just maybe, to find something that will change history.”

“Or something that will end us,” he shot back, clutching the camera tightly as we hit another bump.

The landscape shifted as we neared the site. Rocky outcrops jutted out of the sand like ancient sentinels guarding secrets long forgotten. The air felt cooler here, but also heavier, as if the weight of centuries pressed down on us.

Amira signaled the driver to stop. “We walk from here,” she said, jumping out of the jeep with the ease of someone who’d done this countless times. “The entrance is hidden. It’s not on any official map.”

Darwin groaned as he swung his bag over his shoulder. “Great. Love a hidden entrance.”

We followed Amira through the rocky terrain, her movements confident and swift. Every so often, she’d pause to check her bearings, her eyes scanning the landscape as if she could see the past etched into the stones. Darwin muttered complaints under his breath, but I barely heard him. My mind was racing. We were close.

The entrance was a small, unassuming opening between two large boulders, almost entirely obscured by shrubbery. Amira brushed the foliage aside, revealing a dark tunnel that sloped downward. She handed us flashlights, her expression serious. “This is a burial site,” she said. “But it’s unstable. Stay close, and don’t touch anything unless I say so.”

“Noted,” Darwin said, his voice shaky.

The air grew cooler as we descended, and the faint scent of earth and stone surrounded us. The walls of the tunnel were covered in hieroglyphs, their intricate carvings barely visible under the dim light. I ran my hand lightly over the surface, marveling at the craftsmanship.

“This feels different,” I said quietly. “Older.”

“It is,” Amira replied. “This site predates many of the ones in the Valley of the Kings. It’s been largely ignored because of how inaccessible it is.”

As we moved deeper, the tunnel opened into a chamber, the air thick with the musty smell of decay. The light from our flashlights revealed fragments of pottery scattered across the floor, along with scraps of fabric and what looked like human bones. Darwin’s camera whirred softly as he documented everything, but I noticed his hands were shaking.

“Uh, guys?” he said, pointing toward a dark corner. “What is that?”

We turned our lights in the direction he indicated, and my breath caught. A figure stood there, its body wrapped in tattered linen. The skeletal hands were outstretched, as if frozen in an eternal reach for something unseen.

Amira stepped forward cautiously. “It’s a mummy,” she said, her voice calm but tinged with curiosity. “But this… this isn’t how they’re usually positioned.”

As if on cue, a faint sound echoed through the chamber. It was soft at first, like the whisper of wind, but it grew louder, more distinct—a low, guttural groan that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

Darwin let out a yelp and stumbled back. “Nope. Nope. Nope. This is where I draw the line.”

“Calm down,” Amira said sharply, though I could see the tension in her jaw. “It’s probably just the wind passing through the tunnels.”

But it didn’t feel like the wind. The groan shifted, becoming almost rhythmic, like a chant in a language I couldn’t place. The mummy’s shadow loomed larger under the beam of our lights, and for a brief moment, it looked as if it had moved.

“I swear it just shifted,” Darwin whispered, clutching my arm.

“It’s a trick of the light,” I said, though my voice betrayed my own unease.

Before we could process what was happening, a section of the wall crumbled, revealing another passageway. The sound grew louder, reverberating through the chamber. Amira motioned for us to follow her, her expression unreadable.

“This wasn’t on the plans,” she murmured. “But it’s worth investigating.”

Every instinct told me to turn back, but curiosity won out. We stepped into the newly revealed tunnel, the air even colder here. The hieroglyphs on the walls seemed to tell a story, though I couldn’t make sense of it. Images of a woman with outstretched arms, surrounded by symbols of power and death, repeated along the length of the passage.

The tunnel ended in a small, circular room. At the center stood a pedestal, and on it lay a gold amulet, its surface encrusted with gemstones that shimmered under the flashlight’s beam.

Amira stepped closer, her voice barely above a whisper. “This… this could be significant.”
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As she reached out to examine it, the groaning sound surged, and the walls seemed to tremble. Dust fell from the ceiling, and the mummy’s shadow, now somehow in the room’s entrance, loomed larger than ever.

“Ahh!” Darwin screamed.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

“WHAT IS IT!?” I asked.

“Didn’t you see?!” Darwin asked—panic rising and turning his face red.

“Relax, it’s probably a bat.” Amira said.

Soon after, the silence in the tomb was like nothing I had ever experienced. It wasn’t just quiet; it was oppressive, as if the weight of centuries pressed down on us. Our flashlights carved narrow beams through the darkness, illuminating walls covered in ornate carvings. The hieroglyphs seemed to ripple in the light, their intricate details mesmerizing and slightly disorienting.

I ran my fingers lightly over another series of carvings, the grooves cool and smooth to the touch. The depictions were different from what I’d seen before—more vivid, more deliberate. They told a story, but the language was just out of reach, teasing my understanding.

“Elliott, don’t touch anything,” Amira warned, her voice hushed but firm. She had stopped a few feet behind me, her flashlight trained on the far wall.

“The oils from your skin can damage the carvings.”

I pulled my hand back, chastened but curious.

“Do you recognize any of this?”

She shook her head, stepping closer. “It’s familiar, but not entirely. This isn’t standard funerary art.”

Darwin, on the other hand, stayed near the entrance, his flashlight flickering as he adjusted his camera. “I don’t know what you two are gawking at, but can we agree this place is officially creepy?”

“It’s not creepy,” I replied, though I couldn’t entirely convince myself.

“It’s history.”

“It’s both,” Darwin muttered. “History that smells like death.”

He wasn’t wrong about the smell. The air was thick and stale, carrying the faint, sour tang of decay. But it wasn’t just the smell that set me on edge. There was something else, an almost tangible energy in the room that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

We pressed deeper into the chamber, the walls narrowing slightly as if funneling us toward something. Amira stopped abruptly, her flashlight catching on a faint seam in the stone. She crouched down, brushing away layers of dust and debris to reveal what looked like a hidden panel.

“Help me with this,” she said, motioning to me.

Together, we pushed against the panel. It resisted at first, as if the tomb itself didn’t want to let us in, but then it gave way with a low groan of stone against stone. Behind it was another passage, this one smaller and darker, the air inside cooler and even more suffocating.

“Should we go in?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

Amira nodded, her jaw set. “Carefully.”

Darwin groaned but followed, muttering about bad decisions and cursed explorers. His flashlight wavered as he glanced nervously over his shoulder. “I swear if something jumps out at me, I’m done.”

The passage led to a circular room, and as we stepped inside, our flashlights caught on something that made all of us freeze. In the center of the room stood a figure—a mummy, upright and almost regal in its stillness. Its linen wrappings were tattered and darkened with age, but its posture was unnervingly intact, its head tilted slightly as if observing us.

Darwin swore under his breath, stumbling back. “Okay, nope. Nope. That’s a hard pass for me.”

Amira, to her credit, kept her composure, though I saw her hand tighten on her flashlight. “It’s just a mummy,” she said, her voice steady. “It’s not alive.”

“Sure about that?” Darwin countered, his flashlight fixed on the figure. “Because I think it just moved.”

I stepped closer, my heart pounding in my chest. “It’s just the light,” I said, more to reassure myself than him. But even as the words left my mouth, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Darwin might be right.

The room grew colder, the chill seeping into my bones. The mummy’s shadow stretched across the floor, distorted and elongated by our lights. And then, as if in response to our presence, it did move—a slight twitch of the head, followed by a slow, deliberate raising of its arm.

Darwin let out a strangled yell and bolted for the passageway.

“I’m out. I’m so out!”
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“Darwin, wait!” I called after him, but he was already gone, his footsteps echoing down the corridor.

Amira and I stood frozen, our flashlights locked on the mummy. Its arm lowered slowly, pointing toward a section of the wall. The carvings there seemed to shimmer, as if reacting to the mummy’s gesture.

“This can’t be real,” I whispered, my voice barely audible.

Amira stepped forward, her movements slow and deliberate.

“Real or not, it’s happening. Look at the wall.”

I followed her gaze. The carvings depicted a woman standing in a boat, surrounded by symbols of the afterlife. Her features were unmistakably regal, her gaze piercing even in stone. Cleopatra.

The mummy’s head tilted again, and a low groan filled the chamber—a sound that was both mechanical and organic, as if the tomb itself were alive.

“We need to leave!” Amira said, her voice tight. “Now!”

But I couldn’t move. The carvings, the mummy, the sounds—it was all connected, and I was certain we were on the verge of something monumental. “Wait,” I said, stepping closer to the wall. “There’s more here. This is a clue.”

Amira grabbed my arm, pulling me back. “Elliott, we’re not equipped for this! Whatever this is, it’s beyond us!”

The mummy groaned again, and this time, the sound was accompanied by a faint rumble beneath our feet. Dust fell from the ceiling, and the air grew even colder.

“Elliott,” Amira said, her grip tightening. “We’re leaving. Now.”

I hesitated, torn between my instincts as an explorer and the very real danger we were in. But before I could respond, the rumbling stopped, and the mummy lowered its arm. Its head turned slightly, as if looking toward the passageway Darwin had fled through.

“It’s showing us the way,” I said, the realization hitting me like a jolt.

“It wants us to follow.”

Amira stared at me, her expression a mix of disbelief and fear. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am,” I said, pulling free from her grasp. “This is what we came here for. This is why we’re here.”

The mummy remained still, its shadow looming over us like a silent sentinel. I took a deep breath and turned toward the passageway.

“Are you coming?” I asked.

Amira didn’t answer right away. Her flashlight wavered, the beam flickering across the carvings and the mummy’s lifeless form. Finally, she nodded, though her reluctance was clear. “Fine. But if we die, this is on you.”

I nodded, already moving toward the passageway. The air grew heavier with each step, the sense of foreboding almost palpable. But I couldn’t turn back now. Not when we were so close.

We moved forward slowly, the oppressive air thickening with every step. The mummy ahead of us walked with deliberate movements, its linen-wrapped limbs defying age and logic. Darwin went back, muttering curses under his breath, while Amira trailed behind, her nerves palpable.

“I thought you left,” I said.

“Welp! It’s scarier alone,” he reasoned.

“This is insane,” she whispered, her flashlight flickering as her hands trembled.

“This goes against everything we know.”

“Maybe we don’t know as much as we think,” I said, more to myself than to her. My eyes stayed fixed on the figure ahead, its shadow stretching unnaturally long against the walls. The hieroglyphs seemed to glow faintly now, their symbols shifting as if alive.

Amira stopped abruptly. “I can’t do this,” she said, her voice tight. She looked back toward the passage we’d come from, the faintest light visible in the distance.

“This isn’t archaeology. This is—this is madness.”

“Amira, wait,” I said, turning to face her. “We’re on the verge of something extraordinary. You can’t leave now.”

Her flashlight wavered, and she shook her head. “Extraordinary? Elliott, this isn’t a discovery. This is a curse. That thing shouldn’t be moving. This tomb shouldn’t even exist. I’m done.”

Before I could respond, she turned and hurried back the way we’d come. Her footsteps echoed briefly before fading into silence.

Darwin glanced at me, his face pale.

“She’s got the right idea. Maybe we should bail too.”

“No,” I said firmly, my gaze returning to the mummy. “We’ve come too far. If you want to leave, go. But I’m seeing this through.”

He hesitated, his grip tightening on the camera. “You’re insane, you know that?”

“Maybe,” I admitted, a faint smile tugging at my lips. “But I didn’t come here to quit.”

Darwin groaned but didn’t move. “Fine. But if that thing tries to kill us, you’ll be my human shield.”

We continued forward, the passage widening slightly until it opened into a breathtaking chamber. My breath caught as my flashlight illuminated the space. It was a tomb, grander than anything I’d ever seen. The walls were adorned with gold and lapis lazuli, the carvings so intricate they seemed to shimmer in the light.

At the center of the chamber lay a sarcophagus, its surface covered in depictions of Cleopatra’s life and death. Surrounding it were artifacts of unimaginable beauty—jewels, statues, and scrolls that seemed untouched by time.

“This is it,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “We found it.”

Darwin let out a low whistle, his camera capturing every detail. “I can’t believe it,” he said, awe replacing his fear.

“It’s real.”

The mummy moved to the sarcophagus, its movements slow and deliberate. It placed one hand on the lid, and for a moment, the chamber was filled with a low, resonant hum.

I stepped closer, my heart pounding. “Cleopatra,” I murmured, the weight of the moment sinking in.

“We’ve found you.”


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

AS WE STOOD in the grand tomb, the air seemed to hold its breath. My flashlight’s beam danced over Cleopatra’s sarcophagus, revealing its intricate carvings and gilded surfaces. Every inch was a masterpiece, adorned with hieroglyphs that shimmered like they had been written yesterday. Surrounding it were artifacts of unimaginable beauty—jewels, golden statuettes, and ceremonial tools, each whispering of a time long gone.

I took a cautious step forward, the weight of the discovery pressing down on me. Darwin stood frozen, his camera lowered, while the mummy that had led us here remained eerily still by the sarcophagus. Amira had already fled, but I couldn’t think about her now. My focus was entirely on the impossible beauty before me.

Cleopatra herself.

I reached out, my hand trembling as I touched the edge of the sarcophagus. The gold was cool beneath my fingers, and I felt a jolt, as if the tomb itself had recognized my presence. My heart raced as I leaned closer, peering at the preserved form within. Cleopatra’s body was wrapped in fine linen, but her face—her otherworldly beautiful face was unwrapped, preserved in a way that defied logic or science. Her skin was smooth, her features serene, as if she were merely sleeping.

“Elliott, are you seeing this?” Darwin’s voice broke through the silence, his tone a mix of awe and terror.

I nodded, unable to speak. Her beauty was otherworldly, untouched by the decay that should have claimed her centuries ago. Her eyes, closed and peaceful, seemed to hide secrets that I had spent my entire career chasing.

And then, they opened.

I stumbled back, my flashlight dropping to the ground with a clatter. Darwin let out a strangled cry, his camera shaking in his hands. Cleopatra’s eyes were dark and piercing, alive with an intensity that pinned me in place. They locked onto mine, and I felt as though she was seeing through me, reading every thought, every fear, every ambition.
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“Who dares disturb my rest?” Her voice filled the chamber, rich and commanding, carrying an ancient power that sent chills down my spine. It wasn’t just a sound; it was a force that resonated in my chest, shaking me to my core.

Darwin backed away, his voice trembling.

“Elliott, we need to go. Now.”

But I couldn’t move. My feet felt rooted to the ground as Cleopatra’s gaze held me captive. The air around us began to shimmer, and orbs of light appeared, swirling through the chamber like living entities. They glowed with an otherworldly brilliance, casting ethereal patterns on the walls.

The lights moved with purpose, circling us, closing in. One of the orbs darted toward Darwin’s camera, and with a crackling sound, the device shattered, sparks flying. Darwin yelped, dropping the broken remnants as the orb hovered menacingly before retreating.

“What is this?” I managed to whisper, my voice barely audible over the hum that filled the room.

Cleopatra’s gaze didn’t waver. “No man shall find my tomb and leave unchanged. You, who seek the secrets of the past, must bear the weight of discovery.”

The lights intensified, spinning faster until they were a blur. The hum grew louder, vibrating through the chamber. I tried to shield my eyes, but the brightness was overwhelming. Cleopatra’s voice rose above the chaos, each word resonating with ancient authority.

“You have entered the realm of the divine. And for that, you shall pay the price.”

The orbs converged on me, their light searing through my closed eyelids. I felt a heat that wasn’t just physical but something deeper, something that reached into my very essence. My body trembled as the energy coursed through me, reshaping, transforming.

Darwin’s voice was faint, panicked. “Elliott! What’s happening to you?”

The heat intensified, and I fell to my knees, gasping. My skin tingled, a strange sensation spreading from my chest downward. My breath hitched as I felt a tightness in my chest, a pressure that built until it released, and I knew something had changed.

Cleopatra’s voice was softer now, almost soothing. “You shall not leave as the man you were.”

The transformation began as an overwhelming sensation, a tide of energy that swept through every fiber of my being. My chest burned as the tightness intensified, and when I looked down, I saw my body changing.

My flat chest swelled, filling out into curves that strained against my shirt. The sensation was both alien and hypnotic, a warmth that surged through me in waves.

Darwin’s horrified gasp echoed in the chamber.

“Elliott… your body!”

I could barely register his words as the changes continued. My hips shifted, the bones widening with a deep, resonating ache that seemed to ground me to the earth itself. My legs tingled, the sensation prickling over my skin as the coarse hair vanished, leaving it smooth and soft.

I tried to speak, but my voice was caught in my throat, trapped between a familiar baritone and something higher, softer. My hands trembled as they brushed over my changing form, the curves, the narrowing waist, the shape that was no longer mine.

And then came the most startling change of all. A searing heat spread downward, centered between my legs. It wasn’t pain, but a pull, an inversion that left me gasping. The sensation was impossible to describe—a loss and a gain, a redefinition of self in an instant.

My hair grew, tumbling down past my shoulders in soft, silken strands. I could feel it brushing against my skin, a tactile reminder of how profoundly I had been altered. My face tingled, the bones shifting subtly, smoothing, softening. I reached up, fingers brushing over unfamiliar contours, a face that wasn’t mine staring back at me in Darwin’s wide eyes.

Cleopatra’s voice echoed around us, calm and regal.

“You are no longer Elliott. You are Ellen, and you shall remain so until my task is fulfilled.”

I collapsed to the ground, my breath ragged.

“Why… why are you doing this?” My voice was unrecognizable, higher, softer, laced with emotion I couldn’t suppress.

Cleopatra’s gaze didn’t waver. “To find my daughter, Bahiti, is a task only you may complete. You have seven days to recover her remains and return them to me. Fail, and the change shall be eternal.”

Darwin dropped to his knees beside me, his hands hovering as if afraid to touch me.

“This can’t be happening. This isn’t real.”

“It is real,” Cleopatra said firmly. “And the choice is yours, Ellen. Embrace your destiny, or forsake it and remain lost.”
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Darwin looked at me, his fear and confusion mirrored in my own. “Elliott… I mean, Ellen… what do we do?”

I swallowed hard, the weight of Cleopatra’s words sinking in. My entire body felt foreign, every movement unfamiliar. But beneath the shock and fear, there was a flicker of determination. This wasn’t just about me. It was about history, about a legacy that had eluded discovery for centuries.

I reached out, clutching Darwin’s hand. His grip was warm, grounding me in a reality that felt impossibly distant.

“We do what she asks,” I said, my voice trembling but resolute.

“We find Bahiti.”

Darwin nodded, his own fear giving way to a cautious resolve. He pulled me into a hug, his arms wrapping around my now-smaller frame. “We’ll figure this out,” he said, his voice soft. “We’ll get through this together.”

Cleopatra’s voice softened, almost gentle. “The path will not be easy, but the answers lie within. Begin your journey, and may the gods guide you.”

The lights dimmed, the orbs retreating back into the shadows. The chamber grew still once more, the air heavy with the weight of what had just transpired. I clung to Darwin, my mind racing.

Seven days. Seven days to uncover a mystery that had remained hidden for centuries.

And if I failed, I would remain Ellen forever.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

NEXT MORNING, the first thing I noticed was the stillness. No rush of thoughts or reflexive morning grogginess—just a strange awareness of my body. My hands brushed my sides, and the sensation was entirely foreign. My skin felt impossibly smooth, and when I shifted, the pull of the sheets over unfamiliar curves made my breath hitch.

I sat up abruptly, and the motion sent my now-long hair cascading over my shoulders. My hands flew to my chest. The softness under my palms was undeniable, and the sensation shot a jolt of recognition and confusion through me. My gaze darted to the mirror hanging across the room.

It wasn’t me. Not Elliott, anyway.

The woman staring back was beautiful, in a way that felt impossible to reconcile. High cheekbones, full lips, and large, expressive eyes framed by the tangle of hair that had grown in an instant. I stood slowly, the cool floor grounding me as I approached the mirror, drawn like a moth to flame.

My reflection moved as I did, every step bringing me closer to undeniable proof. The oversized shirt I’d borrowed from Darwin hung awkwardly, emphasizing my big breasts and narrow waist with the pronounced swell of my hips. I pulled the fabric tighter around me, trying to make sense of it.

I turned to the side, running my hands down the new contours of my body. The feeling was bizarre, every touch both familiar and alien. My legs were smooth, devoid of the coarse hair I’d never given a second thought to before. My fingers lingered at my throat, where my Adam’s apple should have been, but wasn’t.

The last change I hadn’t dared to confirm. My hands trembled as they moved lower, slipping under the hem of the shirt. The breath hitched in my throat as I touched the place where Elliott had been.
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There was nothing left of him.

The realization hit me like a wave, and I staggered back, gripping the edge of the dresser for support. My mind raced, caught between denial and the weight of Cleopatra’s words.

“You are no longer Elliott. You are Ellen.”

A knock at the door jolted me out of my thoughts. Darwin’s voice, hesitant, filtered through.

“Elliott… uh, Ellen? Are you okay?”

I swallowed hard, my voice catching as I tried to respond.

“I… I’m fine. I’ll just finish my shower.”

The lie was obvious even to me, but I needed the time. I stepped into the bathroom, turning on the shower more for the noise than anything else. Steam quickly filled the small space, fogging the mirror and providing a merciful barrier between me and my reflection.

The water was scalding as it hit my skin, but I barely noticed. I scrubbed at my arms, my chest, my legs, as if I could erase what had happened. But there was no going back. The curves, the softness, the newness—it was all undeniably real.

After what felt like an eternity, I turned off the water and wrapped myself in a towel. The steam had cleared just enough for me to catch my reflection again, and I froze. There was no escaping it. Ellen stared back at me, her expression as conflicted as I felt.

When I opened the door, Darwin was still there, pacing the small hallway. He stopped mid-step when he saw me, his mouth opening and closing like he couldn’t quite find the words. His eyes darted to my hair, my face, my body, and then back to my face again, his cheeks coloring as he quickly looked away.

“You… uh, you look…”

“Different?” I finished for him, crossing my arms over my chest, though it did little to hide the changes.

He nodded, scratching the back of his neck. “Yeah. Different. I mean, not bad or anything! Just… you know.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, though the sound was tinged with panic.

“It’s okay, Darwin. I know. It’s… a lot.”

He hesitated before stepping closer, his expression softening. “Look, I don’t know what to say or do, but I’m here, okay? Whatever this is, we’ll figure it out.”

The sincerity in his voice was almost enough to break me. I nodded, blinking back tears that I refused to let fall. “Thanks. I… I needed to hear that.”

Darwin reached out as if to hug me but stopped himself, his hands hovering awkwardly before dropping back to his sides. “Are you… uh, ready to head out? We should probably check on Amira. She’s got to be losing her mind after everything.”

“Yeah,” I said, though the thought of facing anyone else felt overwhelming. I grabbed the loose clothing Darwin had left for me earlier, slipping it on quickly. Even dressed, there was no hiding what had happened. The oversized shirt stretched across my chest, and the pants hung low on my new hips, forcing me to cinch them tightly with a belt.

Darwin didn’t comment, though I caught him stealing glances as we packed up and headed out. The jeep ride was uncomfortably quiet, the weight of the previous day hanging between us. The desert stretched out endlessly, its harsh beauty a stark contrast to the chaos in my mind.

When we arrived at Amira’s office, she was already pacing, her hands wringing nervously. She stopped abruptly when she saw me, her eyes widening as she took in the changes. For a moment, she said nothing, her gaze darting between me and Darwin.

“So… it’s true! What… what happened to you?” she finally managed, her voice tinged with disbelief.

“As I’ve said over the phone, it’s a long story,” Darwin said, stepping in before I could respond. “But we need your help. We found something… someone, in the tomb. And… well, this is the result.”

Amira sank into a chair, her hands gripping the edge of the desk. “This… this is impossible. What are you saying?”

Darwin looked at me, silently urging me to explain. I took a deep breath, the words catching in my throat as I tried to make sense of it myself. “Cleopatra… she… she cursed me. Or transformed me. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

Amira’s brows furrowed, her skepticism clear.

“Cursed you? Elliott, this… it sounds insane.”

“I know how it sounds,” I said, my voice trembling. “But it happened. She said I have seven days to find her daughter’s remains, or… or this is permanent.”

The room fell silent, the weight of my words sinking in. Amira leaned back in her chair, her expression unreadable. Finally, she stood, walking over to a shelf lined with books and scrolls. “Show me the hieroglyphs,” she said. “If this is real, we need to start deciphering now.”

Darwin pulled out his notebook, flipping to the sketches he’d made in the tomb. Amira studied them intently, her fingers tracing the symbols as she muttered under her breath. “These are… different. They’re not standard hieroglyphs. They’re… personal. Like a message meant only for certain eyes.”

“Can you read them?” I asked, my heart pounding.

“Not all of it,” she admitted. “But there are references to the Valley of the Queens. If Cleopatra hid her daughter’s remains, that’s where we need to start.”

The urgency in her voice reignited the flicker of determination within me. There was no time to dwell on the changes or the fear that lingered in the back of my mind. We had a mission, and the clock was ticking.

Amira’s office was cluttered with books, maps, and artifacts, every surface proof to her work. Darwin and I stood awkwardly near the desk as she rifled through the hieroglyph sketches, her brow furrowed in concentration. The air was tense, the gravity of the situation weighing heavily on all of us.

“This is remarkable,” she muttered, her fingers tracing the intricate symbols. “But also deeply troubling. If Cleopatra truly hid her daughter’s remains, it would have been with intention, not accident. This was a deliberate act.”

“What does that mean for us?” I asked, my voice still strange to my ears. I hated how fragile it sounded, how alien.

Amira looked up, her expression grim. “It means she didn’t want anyone to find them unless they could decipher her message. This isn’t just archaeology anymore, Ellen. This is personal. And dangerous.”

“Dangerous how?” Darwin asked, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. I could see the unease in his stance, the way he kept glancing at me, like he wasn’t sure how to process what had happened.

Amira hesitated, her gaze flicking to me before she answered. “If Cleopatra was willing to go to these lengths to protect her daughter’s remains, she likely set traps. Spiritual or physical. We’re not dealing with a typical tomb.”

The word “traps” sent a shiver down my spine. My fingers tightened around the edge of the desk, grounding myself in the moment. “We don’t have a choice,” I said firmly. “If we don’t find Bahiti, this… this transformation becomes permanent.”

Amira nodded slowly, her expression softening. “I know. And I’ll do everything I can to help. But we need to be careful. If we rush, we’ll make mistakes. And mistakes in this kind of work can be deadly.”

She spread out a map of the Valley of the Queens, the paper worn and marked with annotations. “There are several lesser-known tombs that match some of these hieroglyphs. They’re scattered and hard to access, but if we narrow them down, we might find the right one.”

Darwin leaned over the map, his camera forgotten for the moment. “So we just start checking them off one by one?”

[image: Mage media]

“It’s not that simple,” Amira replied. “These tombs aren’t all documented. Some are just rumors, whispers passed down by local guides. And even the documented ones are dangerous to access without proper equipment.”

“Great,” Darwin muttered, rubbing his temples. “So we’re looking for a needle in a cursed haystack.”

I ignored his sarcasm, focusing on the map. The names and symbols blurred together as my mind raced. Seven days. It wasn’t enough time. The enormity of the task felt crushing, but I couldn’t let it stop me.

“Where do we start?” I asked, meeting Amira’s gaze.

She tapped a section of the map circled in red. “Here. It’s an undocumented site. Local legends call it the Tomb of the Forgotten Daughter. It’s a long shot, but it’s the best lead we have.”

The name sent a chill through me. It was too fitting, too perfect to ignore. I nodded, determination hardening in my chest. “Then that’s where we go.”

Amira hesitated, her eyes searching mine. “Are you sure you’re ready for this, Ellen? You’ve been through so much already. And this… this won’t be easy.”

I swallowed hard, forcing down the fear that threatened to rise. “I don’t have a choice. I can’t be stuck in this body. Ready or not, we have to try.”


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE DESERT STRETCHED endlessly before us, its golden dunes shimmering under the relentless sun. Every step felt heavier than the last, the heat seeping through my boots and into my bones. I adjusted the leather straps of my bag, my fingers brushing against the fitted tank top I’d borrowed from Amira. It clung to my new form uncomfortably, accentuating curves I was still struggling to accept.

The outfit wasn’t my choice—it had been a necessity. The loose clothing I’d been wearing wasn’t practical for navigating the rocky terrain and narrow tomb passages. Amira had insisted, pulling together an ensemble that she claimed was both functional and protective. The fitted pants, sturdy boots, and form-hugging top made me feel like some bizarre mix of an adventurer and an imposter.

“Stop fidgeting,” Darwin called from ahead, his voice carrying over the crunch of sand and stone.

“You’re going to give yourself a rash.”

I shot him a glare, though the flush on my cheeks wasn’t entirely from the heat. “I’m not used to… this,” I said, gesturing vaguely at myself. “It doesn’t feel right.”

Amira, walking beside me, gave a sympathetic smile. “You’ll adjust. Besides, it’s not about looks. It’s about function. Those clothes will keep you safe.”

“Function or not, this top is tight,” I muttered, tugging at the fabric. “And my chest… it hurts. Like, really hurts.”

Amira stopped, turning to face me with a curious expression. “Hurts how?”

I hesitated, feeling self-conscious. “I don’t know… like they’re sore. Sensitive. It’s been getting worse.”

Understanding flickered in her eyes, and she nodded. “It’s normal. Hormonal changes can cause breast pain, especially early on.”

“Hormonal changes?” I echoed, my voice tinged with disbelief. “This isn’t normal. None of this is normal.”

Amira placed a reassuring hand on my arm. “I know it’s overwhelming, but your body is adjusting. You should wear a sports bra—it’ll help with the pain.”
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“A sports bra?” I repeated, the words foreign and awkward in my mouth. “Where am I supposed to get one out here?”

“I might have one that fits,” Amira said, her tone matter-of-fact. “Remind me when we get back to camp.”

I nodded reluctantly, the conversation leaving me more aware of my body than ever. Darwin, who had been listening from a few steps ahead, turned back with an awkward smile. “Hey, at least you’ve got someone to give you advice. I’m just here to carry stuff and scream if we find mummies.”

“Your contribution is invaluable,” I shot back dryly, though the corner of my mouth twitched in amusement.

The light banter was a brief reprieve from the frustration that had been building over the past three days. We had followed Amira’s interpretations of the hieroglyphs to several sites, each one more disappointing than the last. The first tomb had been empty, its treasures looted long ago. The second had been a false lead, its inscriptions referencing a queen unrelated to Cleopatra or Bahiti.

By the third day, the failures were taking their toll. The heat, the endless walking, and the mounting pressure to find something—anything—made every dead end feel like a personal failure. I caught Darwin kicking at the sand more than once, muttering curses under his breath.

“This is ridiculous,” he said as we emerged from yet another empty chamber, his voice echoing off the stone walls. “We’re chasing ghosts.”

“We knew it wouldn’t be easy,” Amira replied, though her tone lacked its usual conviction. She wiped a bead of sweat from her brow, her eyes scanning the horizon. “Cleopatra wouldn’t have made it easy to find Bahiti.”

“Easy? This is impossible,” Darwin snapped, throwing his hands in the air. “We’ve wasted three days and found nothing. Meanwhile, Ellen’s… changing, and we don’t even know if this is going to work.”

I opened my mouth to respond but hesitated. He wasn’t wrong. The transformation felt like a ticking clock, a constant reminder of what was at stake. My reflection had become almost unrecognizable, and with each passing day, I felt less like Elliott and more like… someone else.

“We have to keep going,” I said finally, my voice quiet but firm.

“Giving up isn’t an option.”

Darwin sighed, shaking his head. “You’re more optimistic than me.”

“It’s not optimism,” I said, meeting his gaze. “It’s survival.”

Amira cleared her throat, breaking the tense silence. “There’s one more site nearby,” she said, pointing to a spot on the map she had unrolled. “It’s small, but the hieroglyphs we found yesterday mentioned a forgotten chamber. It could be a lead.”

“Or another waste of time,” Darwin muttered, though he followed as we set off toward the site.

The journey was grueling, the sun beating down mercilessly as we climbed over rocks and navigated narrow pathways. My body ached in ways I hadn’t anticipated, every movement reminding me of the changes I was still coming to terms with. The soreness in my chest was a constant distraction, and I found myself wishing for the promised sports bra with increasing desperation.

When we finally reached the site, the entrance was almost hidden, buried beneath layers of sand and debris. Amira knelt to examine the carvings around the doorway, her brow furrowing in concentration. “This could be it,” she murmured. “The inscriptions mention a daughter, though the name is incomplete.”

Hope flickered in my chest, fragile but persistent. We worked together to clear the entrance, the effort leaving us covered in dust and sweat. When the path was finally open, Amira led the way inside, her flashlight cutting through the darkness.

The chamber was small and unremarkable at first glance. The walls were bare, the floor covered in rubble. But as we ventured deeper, we found a second doorway, its carvings far more intricate.

“This is it,” Amira whispered, her voice tinged with excitement. “It has to be.”

But as we stepped through the doorway, our hopes were dashed once again. The room beyond was empty, save for a few broken artifacts and a collapsed pillar. No remains, no treasures, no answers.

Darwin let out a frustrated yell, kicking at a piece of debris. “Unbelievable. Another dead end.”

Amira slumped against the wall, her shoulders sagging. “I don’t understand. The hieroglyphs were so clear.”

I stood in the center of the room, my fists clenched at my sides. The weight of the past three days pressed down on me, threatening to crush the resolve I had fought so hard to maintain. But even in the face of yet another failure, I couldn’t let myself give up.

“We keep looking,” I said, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside. “We don’t stop until we find her.”

Back at the hotel, the shower felt like a lifeline. The hot water scalded my skin, washing away layers of sweat, sand, and frustration. I leaned my head against the cool tiles, letting the water cascade over me, hoping it would drown out the incessant thoughts swirling in my mind.

This wasn’t working. We weren’t making progress. And with each passing day, I felt myself slipping further away from who I had been. The reflection I caught in the bathroom mirror after drying off was proof of that. Ellen. That’s who I saw. Not Elliott.

I wrapped myself in a towel and sat on the edge of the bed, my wet hair clinging to my shoulders. The room was dimly lit, the heavy curtains drawn to keep out the oppressive sun. Darwin was at the desk, flipping through his notes with a frown.

“You okay?” he asked without looking up.

“No,” I admitted. “I’m not.”

He turned, his chair creaking as he swiveled to face me. “Talk to me.”

I hesitated, my fingers gripping the edge of the towel. “It’s just… everything. This transformation, the pressure, the failures. I’m starting to think we’ll never find Bahiti. And… I don’t know if I can keep doing this.”

Darwin’s expression softened. He stood and crossed the room, sitting beside me. His presence was grounding, a reminder that I wasn’t facing this alone.

“Hey,” he said gently. “I know this is hell. But you’ve faced impossible odds before, and you’ve always pulled through. This is no different.”

I laughed bitterly. “It feels different.”

“Because it is,” he admitted. “But that doesn’t mean you’re not capable of handling it. You’re the strongest person I know, Elliott. Or Ellen. Whatever name you want to go by, you’re still you.”

His words stirred something inside me, a mix of gratitude and something deeper, something I wasn’t ready to name. I turned to him, meeting his gaze, and for a moment, the room seemed to still. His eyes searched mine, and I saw something there I hadn’t noticed before.

Darwin leaned in slightly, his hand brushing against mine. My heart raced, confusion and an unfamiliar warmth flooding my senses. For a brief second, I thought he might kiss me.
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I pulled back, breaking the moment. “I’m sorry,” I said quickly, standing and clutching the towel tighter around me.

Darwin blinked, surprise and a hint of disappointment flickering across his face. “You don’t have to apologize,” he said softly. “I get it.”

But did he? Because I wasn’t sure I understood myself. I liked Darwin—as a friend. That’s what I told myself. But that moment had shifted something, cracked open a door I hadn’t realized was there.

“Thanks for being here,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t say it enough, but I’m glad I’m not doing this alone.”

Darwin smiled, his usual humor returning. “Someone’s got to keep you out of trouble.”

I managed a small laugh, though my mind was still reeling. As I climbed into bed, I couldn’t shake the feeling that things between us had shifted, and I wasn’t sure what that meant for the days ahead.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE KNOCK ON my hotel room door came earlier than I expected, and when I opened it, Amira stood there with an armful of bags. She pushed past me without waiting for an invitation, dumping the contents onto the bed with the confidence of someone who had already decided how the morning was going to go.

“Good morning to you too,” I muttered, shutting the door behind her.

She ignored my sarcasm, rifling through the pile. “Sports bra, leggings, a few tops that won’t suffocate you, and… this.” She held up a sundress, the soft fabric catching the morning light.

“No,” I said immediately.

“Oh, come on,” she replied, tossing the dress onto the bed with the rest of the clothes. “You’ve got to start embracing this, Ellen. It’s not so bad being a girl.”

I scoffed, crossing my arms. “Easy for you to say. You’ve been one your whole life.”

Amira smirked, unfazed by my resistance. “True. But trust me, you might actually enjoy it if you gave it a chance.”

“I’m not looking to enjoy it,” I shot back. “I’m trying to survive it.”

She didn’t respond immediately, instead holding up a plain black sports bra. “Here. This will help with the soreness you mentioned yesterday.”

I took it reluctantly, my cheeks warming. “Thanks.”

“Go try it on,” she said, waving me toward the bathroom.

I hesitated but eventually complied, shutting the door behind me. The sports bra was snug but supportive, immediately easing the ache in my chest. When I stepped out, Amira clapped her hands in approval.

“See? Functional and flattering.”

“Flattering isn’t the goal,” I muttered, though I couldn’t deny that it fit well.

Amira ignored me, holding up a pair of leggings and a fitted tank top. “Try these next.”

“Do I have a choice?” I asked dryly.

“Not really,” she replied with a grin.

By the time she was done, I was dressed in an outfit that felt both alien and… strangely comfortable. The leggings hugged my legs, the tank top emphasizing curves I was still getting used to. Amira stepped back, assessing her work with a critical eye.

“Not bad,” she said, nodding. “You look great.”

“I look ridiculous,” I countered, though my reflection in the mirror told a different story. The woman staring back looked confident, poised. It was unsettling how natural it seemed.

Amira placed a hand on my shoulder, her tone softening. “It’s not ridiculous, Ellen. It’s you. And maybe… it’s not so bad.”

I met her gaze in the mirror, my own expression guarded. “I don’t know who this is,” I said quietly.

“You’re figuring it out,” she replied. “And that’s okay.”

Something about her words lingered as we packed up and headed out for the day. I couldn’t shake the feeling that, as much as I resisted, there was a part of me—buried deep but undeniable—that didn’t hate what I was becoming.
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Later that morning, the desert was relentless. The sun bore down on us with an intensity that made every step feel like a battle. Our jeep skidded slightly as Darwin maneuvered through a patch of loose sand, muttering curses under his breath. Amira sat in the back seat, flipping through her notes with a frown, her pen tapping rhythmically against the paper.

“This next site should be easier to access,” she said, though the doubt in her voice was clear.

“Easier? That’s what you said about the last one,” Darwin shot back, his hands gripping the wheel tightly.

I glanced at him, catching the faint sheen of sweat on his brow. Despite his complaints, he hadn’t faltered once, navigating the terrain with a determination that matched my own. I shifted in my seat, the snug leggings and tank top allowing for more mobility than my previous outfit. It was practical, but I still couldn’t fully shake the self-consciousness.

“Ellen, can you check the map?” Amira asked, breaking my thoughts.

I unfolded the worn map, tracing the route with my finger. “We’re close. About two miles southeast.”

Darwin sighed, leaning back slightly. “Two miles feels like twenty in this heat.”

“Stop whining,” Amira said, her tone sharp. “We’re all in this together.”

As we approached the site, a plume of dust appeared on the horizon. Darwin slowed the jeep, his expression darkening. “What the hell is that?”

Amira squinted, leaning forward. “Looks like another group. Treasure hunters, maybe.”

My stomach sank. Rival treasure hunters were the last thing we needed. “Do they know about Bahiti?”

“Doubtful,” Amira said. “But if they’re here, they’re looking for something.”

We parked the jeep a safe distance away, moving cautiously toward the site. The rival group was setting up camp near the entrance, their equipment scattered across the sand. I caught snippets of their conversation, the language unfamiliar but their intent clear. They were searching, just like us.

“We need to be careful,” I whispered. “If they think we’re after the same thing, it could get messy.”

Darwin nodded, his jaw tight. “Agreed. Let’s keep our distance.”

The site itself was unremarkable at first glance, a series of crumbled ruins half-buried in the sand. But as we moved closer, the intricacy of the carvings became apparent. Amira’s eyes lit up as she traced a pattern with her fingers, her excitement contagious.

“This is it,” she said. “These symbols match the ones from Cleopatra’s tomb.”

Darwin glanced over his shoulder, keeping an eye on the rival group. “We need to move fast. They’ll notice us soon.”

The next hour was a blur of digging, deciphering, and navigating narrow passages. The air inside the ruins was stifling, the walls pressing in on us as we searched for clues. I found myself relying on instincts I didn’t know I had, my movements more fluid and confident than they had been days ago. Even Darwin noticed, his gaze lingering as I maneuvered through a tight space with ease.

“Where did you learn to do that?” he asked, a hint of admiration in his voice.

I shrugged, brushing sand from my hands. “I didn’t. Guess it’s a perk of… this.”

Amira’s voice echoed from ahead. “I think I found something!”

We hurried to her side, our flashlights illuminating a small alcove hidden behind a collapsed wall. Inside was a single artifact—a golden amulet inscribed with symbols that matched the ones we’d been chasing.

“It’s a lead,” Amira said, her excitement barely contained. “We’re getting closer.”

But as we turned to leave, the sound of voices reached us. The rival group had noticed our presence, their footsteps growing louder as they approached. My heart raced as Darwin motioned for us to move quietly, his protective instincts kicking in.

We slipped through a narrow passage, emerging into the open air just as the sun dipped below the horizon. The desert was bathed in an orange glow, the beauty of it momentarily distracting from the danger we were in.

“Let’s get out of here,” Darwin said, his voice low.

As we climbed into the jeep, the tension lingered. But for the first time in days, there was a spark of hope. We had a lead, and we weren’t giving up.

Back at the hotel, the weight of the day hung heavily in the air. The room was dim, lit only by the soft glow of a bedside lamp. I sat cross-legged on the bed, staring at the golden amulet we’d uncovered. Its intricate symbols seemed to shimmer in the low light, hinting at secrets yet to be unraveled.
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Darwin stood by the window, his silhouette outlined against the faint glow of the city lights beyond. He hadn’t said much since we returned, his usual quips replaced by a quiet intensity. Finally, he turned, leaning against the windowsill.

“You okay?” he asked, his voice soft.

I nodded, though the motion felt hollow. “I’m just… tired. And frustrated. Every step forward feels like three steps back.”

He crossed the room, pulling a chair closer to the bed and sitting down. “We’re getting closer. That amulet proves it.”

“But is it enough?” I asked, my voice tinged with doubt. “We’re running out of time, Darwin. What if we…”

I trailed off, unable to finish the thought. The fear of failure loomed larger with each passing day, the weight of it threatening to crush me.

Darwin reached out, his hand resting lightly on mine. The warmth of his touch was grounding, a reminder that I wasn’t alone in this. “You can’t think like that,” he said firmly. “We’ve made it this far. We’re not giving up now.”

I looked at him, his steady gaze meeting mine. There was something in his eyes—a quiet determination that both comforted and unsettled me. He’d been my anchor through all of this, his unwavering support keeping me from spiraling. And yet, there was a tension between us now, something unspoken but undeniable.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “For everything.”

He smiled, the corners of his mouth lifting in that familiar way that had always put me at ease. “You don’t have to thank me, Ellen. We’re in this together.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with meaning. Without thinking, I leaned in slightly, the space between us shrinking. His eyes searched mine, and for a moment, it felt like the rest of the world had faded away.

Our lips met briefly, a tentative kiss that sent a rush of warmth through me. It was both exhilarating and terrifying, a moment that defied logic but felt impossibly right.

I pulled back abruptly, my heart pounding. “I… I’m sorry,” I stammered, my cheeks burning.

Darwin shook his head, his expression soft. “Don’t be. It’s okay. I’m sorry for crossing the line.”

Looking defeated, he exited my room—leaving me perturbed yet yearning for his lips. I had spent the last ten minutes fiddling with the edge of the sheet, avoiding his gaze and trying to make sense of the storm of emotions swirling inside me. The kiss earlier had been unexpected, but the feelings it had stirred were impossible to ignore.

“Ellen,” he said softly, breaking the silence. His voice was steady, grounding. “Talk to me.”

I looked up at him, my cheeks warming. “About what?”

“About what’s going on in that head of yours,” he replied, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Why do I feel like you wanted it too? Or am I getting ahead of myself?”

I hesitated, searching for the right words. “I… I don’t know. Everything feels so… complicated.”

He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “Complicated how?”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “This. Us. Me. I don’t even know who I am right now, and it’s hard to…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “It’s hard to trust how I feel.”

His expression softened, and he reached out, his hand resting lightly on mine. The warmth of his touch sent a spark up my arm, and I didn’t pull away. “You’re still you,” he said. “No matter what’s changed, no matter what’s happening, you’re still my friend. And I… I care about you.”

My breath caught at his words, the weight of them sinking in. “Darwin…”

He shifted closer, his movements slow and deliberate. “I mean it,” he said. “I don’t know where this is going or what it means, but I know that being here, with you, feels right.”

His honesty was disarming, and I felt my defenses crumbling. I nodded, my voice barely above a whisper. “It feels right to me too.”

He smiled then, the kind of smile that reached his eyes and made my heart ache in the best way. He leaned in slowly, giving me every chance to pull away, but I didn’t. When our lips met, the kiss was soft and tentative, filled with a tenderness that melted away the uncertainty between us.

As his hands found my waist, I let myself sink into the sensation, feeling a warmth that was both foreign and familiar. The softness of his touch against my hips was different from anything I had known as Elliott. The realization sent a shiver through me, and I broke the kiss, looking at him with wide eyes.

“What is it?” he asked gently, his hands still resting on my sides.

I hesitated before speaking. “It’s… different. Everything feels different now. I’m not sure I understand it all.”

Darwin nodded, his gaze steady. “You don’t have to understand it all right now. Just let yourself feel it. Let yourself be here.”

His words settled over me, and I nodded slowly. “Okay.”

He leaned in again, this time pressing a kiss to my forehead before moving lower, his lips brushing my temple, my cheek. Each touch was deliberate, unhurried, and it felt like he was taking the time to see me—all of me.

As his hands slid down my arms, I found myself exploring too. My fingers brushed against his shoulders, his chest, the roughness of his stubble. The sensations were heightened, my body attuned in ways I hadn’t expected. I could feel the curve of my waist pressing against his palms, the soft ache of my chest as it rose and fell with each breath. It was overwhelming, yet grounding.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, his voice low and sincere.
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The words made my cheeks burn, but I didn’t look away. “I don’t feel beautiful,” I admitted.

“You are,” he insisted, his hand brushing a strand of hair from my face. “Inside and out. And if you let me, I want to show you that.”

I nodded, swallowing hard. “I’m… I’m scared. Of everything. Of this. But I don’t want to stop.”

“Then we won’t,” he said simply, his lips curving into a soft smile.

As the night unfolded, each moment was filled with discovery—not just of him, but of myself. The curve of my hips against his, the way my body responded to his touch, the softness of my hands exploring his chest. Each sensation felt like an awakening, a part of myself that had been hidden finally coming into view.

There was no rush, no urgency. He moved with care, his actions guided by my reactions, my whispered words. When his fingers explored my newfound opening, I felt every nerve come alive. It wasn’t just physical; it was emotional, a connection that felt deeper than anything I had known.

“You okay?” he asked at one point, his forehead pressed against mine.

I nodded, tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. “Yeah. It’s just… a lot. But in a good way.”

He kissed me again, and this time I let myself fall completely, letting go of the doubts and fears that had held me back. In his arms, I found not just safety, but a sense of belonging. For the first time, I felt like Ellen—not Elliott pretending, not a person lost between identities, but someone whole and real.

When the night ended, we lay tangled together, the quiet hum of the air conditioning the only sound. His hand rested lightly on my waist, and I traced lazy patterns on his chest, my mind quiet for the first time in days.

“Thank you,” I said softly, my voice barely above a whisper.

He turned his head to look at me, his eyes warm. “For what?”

“For seeing me. For… this,” I said, gesturing vaguely between us.

He smiled, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Always.”

As I drifted off to sleep, I couldn’t help but think that, for all the uncertainty still ahead, this moment was something I would hold onto. It was more than just love; it was acceptance, of each other and of myself.


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

INSIDE THE TOMB, the air was heavy and still, as if the centuries had pressed themselves into the stone walls. Our flashlights cut through the darkness, illuminating carvings that seemed to pulse with ancient energy. The space was narrow, the ceiling low, forcing us to duck as we moved deeper inside.

Amira led the way, her sharp eyes scanning every detail. “This has to be it,” she said, her voice hushed but filled with excitement. “The symbols match the ones we’ve been following.”

Darwin followed close behind, his camera raised, capturing everything. I trailed them, my fingers brushing against the cool stone as I walked. The carvings were intricate, depicting scenes of a woman—likely Bahiti—holding a golden amulet. The hieroglyphs surrounding her told fragments of a story I couldn’t yet piece together.

“Careful,” Amira said, holding up a hand. She crouched low, pointing at a faint line carved into the floor. “A trap.”

Darwin stepped back quickly, nearly stumbling over his own feet. “Of course there’s a trap. Why wouldn’t there be?”

Amira smirked but didn’t reply, her focus shifting to a small alcove ahead. She reached for a brush from her bag, sweeping away the dust to reveal more hieroglyphs. Her lips moved silently as she read, her brow furrowing.

“What does it say?” I asked, stepping closer.

“It’s not her tomb,” Amira said, disappointment flickering across her face. “It’s a decoy.”

“A decoy?” Darwin repeated, groaning. “We’ve spent hours getting here for a dead end?”

“Not exactly,” she replied, pointing to a small fragment of a map etched into the wall. “This is part of a map. It’s incomplete, but it’s something.”

I moved closer, my eyes tracing the lines of the map. It was crude but clear enough to depict a pathway leading away from the tomb, marked with symbols of water and palm trees.

“An oasis,” I said, the realization hitting me. “That’s where she is.”

Amira nodded, her fingers brushing over the symbols. “It’s remote. Hidden. But it makes sense. Cleopatra would have wanted to protect her daughter’s remains at all costs.”

Darwin sighed, lowering his camera. “Great. Another trek through the desert. My favorite.”

Despite his sarcasm, I could see the determination in his eyes. He was as committed to this journey as I was, even if he wouldn’t admit it outright.

“We need to move quickly,” Amira said, her voice firm. “If the rival group finds this place, they might piece it together too.”

We left the tomb as we found it, careful not to disturb anything that might give away its secrets. The sun was beginning to set as we emerged into the open air, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink. The beauty of it was almost enough to distract from the weight of what lay ahead.

“I’ll head back first,” Amira said, unlocking her car. “I have an important appointment in the morning, but I’ll meet you at the oasis.”

“Be careful,” I said, a twinge of unease creeping into my chest.

She smiled, her confidence unwavering. “Always.”
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As her car disappeared into the horizon, Darwin and I stood in silence for a moment, the desert stretching endlessly around us. The map fragment weighed heavy in my pocket, a reminder of the fragile hope we carried.

“Well,” Darwin said, breaking the silence. “Looks like it’s just us tonight.”

The desert sky was a masterpiece that night, a canvas of deep purples and blues sprinkled with countless stars. The stillness around us was almost surreal, broken only by the occasional rustle of sand shifting in the wind. Darwin and I sat on a blanket near the jeep, the warmth of the day lingering in the air but tempered by the coolness of the evening.

“It’s quiet out here,” he said, leaning back on his elbows and staring up at the sky. “Kind of makes you forget about all the chaos.”

I nodded, my gaze following his. “It’s peaceful. Almost too peaceful. Makes me wonder what’s waiting for us at that oasis.”

He turned his head to look at me, his expression soft. “I know this is hard to believe, after all, I’m not exactly the bravest man in the world… but whatever it is, I’ll protect you.”

The words settled over me like a warm blanket, and I found myself smiling despite the tension that had been building all day. “Thanks, Darwin. For sticking with me through all this.”

He sat up, resting his arms on his knees. “You don’t have to thank me, Ellen. I’m here because I want to be. Because I believe in you.”

The sincerity in his voice made my chest tighten, and I looked away, suddenly feeling shy. “You make it sound so simple,” I murmured.

“Maybe it is,” he said, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. The gesture was so gentle, so intimate, that it sent a shiver down my spine.

I looked at him then, really looked at him. The rugged lines of his face softened in the starlight, the warmth in his eyes melting away the walls I had been holding onto. “Darwin,” I started, my voice barely above a whisper, but he cut me off by leaning in.

The kiss was different this time, deeper, more certain. His hand found my waist, pulling me closer as I responded without hesitation. The world around us disappeared, leaving only the two of us under the vast desert sky.

When we broke apart, his forehead rested against mine, and we both laughed softly, the sound a balm to the tension that had gripped me for days.

“You okay?” he asked, his thumb brushing lightly against my cheek.

I nodded, my heart pounding. “Yeah. More than okay.”

His lips found mine again, and this time, the kiss deepened, our connection growing stronger with every touch. His hands were steady as they explored, his touch both comforting and electrifying. When his fingers brushed against my waist, sliding beneath the fabric of my shirt before cupping my breasts, I didn’t pull away. Instead, I leaned into him, letting myself feel every moment, every sensation.
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My hands found their way inside his pants, the warmth of his skin beneath my fingertips grounding me. The way he looked at me—like I was the only person in the world—made me feel seen in a way I hadn’t expected. I let myself fully embrace who I was becoming, not just in his eyes but in my own.

As the night stretched on, we stayed wrapped in each other, the bond between us solidified in ways that went beyond words. The stars bore witness to our quiet confessions, our shared fears, and the hope we had found in each other.


Chapter 9

∞∞∞

THE OASIS shimmered in the distance like a mirage, its cluster of palm trees and glimmering water a stark contrast to the barren desert we’d been trekking through. The air felt different here—heavier, almost electric, as if the land itself was aware of the secrets it held.

“This is it,” Amira said, her voice tinged with awe as she stepped out of the jeep. She shaded her eyes, scanning the horizon. “If the hieroglyphs were accurate, Bahiti’s remains are somewhere within this oasis.”

Darwin climbed out after her, stretching his back with a groan. “An oasis sounds nice… until you’ve been stuck in a jeep for hours. I’m ready for a drink.”

I laughed softly, though my nerves were anything but calm. The stakes felt higher than ever, the weight of Cleopatra’s task pressing heavily on my chest.

As we approached the edge of the oasis, the serenity was shattered by the sudden roar of an engine. From the corner of my eye, I saw a jeep barreling toward us, dust and sand flying in its wake. Darwin reacted first, grabbing my arm and pulling me behind a cluster of rocks as Amira ducked into the shadows of a nearby tree.

“Rivals,” Amira hissed, her eyes narrowing as she peeked around the tree trunk. The rival team from the decoy tomb had caught up, their vehicle skidding to a halt just meters away. Four figures jumped out, armed with tools that looked suspiciously like weapons.

“They must have followed us,” Darwin muttered, his jaw tightening. “Great. Just what we needed.”

One of the rivals, a tall man with a sun-scorched face, shouted something in a language I didn’t understand. His tone, however, was clear: he wanted us gone.
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“We’re not leaving,” I whispered, determination rising despite the fear coursing through me. “This is too important.”

Darwin’s eyes met mine, and for a moment, he looked as though he wanted to argue. Instead, he gave a short nod. “Stay here. Let me handle this.”

Before I could protest, he stepped out from behind the rocks, hands raised in a gesture of surrender. “Hey there, friends!” he called, his tone deceptively light. “Beautiful day for some archaeology, isn’t it?”

The leader of the group frowned, clearly unimpressed. “This area is ours,” he barked, pointing a menacing finger at Darwin. “Leave now, or there will be trouble.”

Darwin held up his hands. “Relax, we’re not looking for trouble. Just passing through.”

As the rival team edged closer, I noticed something—a satchel slung over the leader’s shoulder. It was partially unzipped, revealing a corner of a map that looked eerily similar to the one we’d found in the decoy tomb.

“They have part of the map,” I whispered to Amira, who nodded grimly.

Darwin must have noticed too, because his posture shifted slightly, his gaze darting to the satchel. “You know,” he said casually, “I heard there was another site nearby. Maybe you guys took a wrong turn?”

The leader’s eyes narrowed. “We know exactly where we are.”

“Do you?” Darwin countered, his tone sharpening. Before the leader could respond, Darwin lunged, grabbing the satchel and sprinting back toward us. The rival team erupted into chaos, shouting as they gave chase.

“Run!” Darwin yelled, tossing the satchel to me. I caught it, my heart pounding as we bolted deeper into the oasis. The palm trees provided some cover, but the sound of footsteps behind us was unnervingly close.

Amira took the lead, weaving through the trees with surprising agility. Darwin stayed close to me, his hand occasionally brushing against my back as if to reassure me. My lungs burned as we pushed forward, the satchel clutched tightly to my chest.

Finally, we reached a dense thicket, and Amira motioned for us to duck down. The rival team’s shouts grew fainter, and after several tense minutes, the sound of their footsteps faded entirely.

Darwin collapsed onto the ground, breathing heavily. “That was… not how I planned to spend my day.”

I let out a shaky laugh, my adrenaline slowly ebbing. “You were amazing back there. Quick thinking.”

Amira nodded, her expression a mix of relief and admiration. “You saved us. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Darwin grinned, brushing sand off his pants. “What can I say? I’m full of surprises.”

We all shared a brief moment of laughter, the tension dissipating as we caught our breath. The satchel lay between us, its contents promising the next step in our journey. For now, we were safe. And for the first time, victory felt within reach.

Soon after, the hidden chamber was unlike anything I had ever seen. The walls were lined with golden carvings, each telling a story of devotion, loss, and love. In the center of the room lay a stone sarcophagus, smaller than Cleopatra’s but equally ornate. My heart raced as I approached it, the weight of the moment pressing down on me.

“This has to be it,” Amira said, her voice trembling with emotion. She stepped closer, her hand brushing over the hieroglyphs etched into the sarcophagus. “Bahiti.”

Darwin hung back, his camera in hand. “Think it’ll open without another curse?” he joked, but his tone was soft, reverent even.

I placed my hands on the lid, the cool stone smooth beneath my palms. “Let’s find out.”

With Amira’s help, we lifted the lid. Inside, Bahiti’s remains were perfectly preserved, her small frame adorned with jewels and golden bands. Her face, though delicate, held a regal air that was unmistakably Cleopatra’s. My breath caught in my throat.

“She’s beautiful,” Amira whispered, tears streaming down her face. “Even after all this time.”

Before I could respond, a soft light began to emanate from the sarcophagus. It grew brighter, filling the chamber with a warmth that seemed to wrap around us. Then, as if materializing from the air itself, Cleopatra appeared.

Her form was radiant, her golden crown glinting in the ethereal light. She looked at each of us in turn, her gaze softening as it landed on Bahiti’s remains.
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“You have done what no others could,” she said, her voice melodic and filled with gratitude. “You have reunited a mother and her daughter.”

Amira fell to her knees, overcome with emotion. “It’s an honor,” she managed, her voice breaking.

Cleopatra stepped closer, her movements fluid and graceful. She placed a hand on Amira’s shoulder, then turned to me and Darwin. “You have proven your worth, not just through bravery but through the purity of your intentions. For that, I thank you.”

Darwin, ever the joker, broke the solemn moment. “Does this mean you’ll stop destroying my cameras?”

Cleopatra’s lips curved into a faint smile. “No promises.”

We all laughed, the tension dissolving into something lighter, something celebratory. For the first time in weeks, the weight of the journey seemed to lift.

“What happens now?” I asked, my voice steady despite the awe coursing through me.

Cleopatra’s expression grew serious. “Bahiti must be returned to my tomb, where she will rest beside me for eternity. Will you see it through?”

Without hesitation, we all nodded. “We promise,” I said, the words carrying a weight I was proud to bear.

As the light began to fade and Cleopatra’s form dissolved, a sense of peace settled over the chamber. We stood there for a moment, basking in the glow of our accomplishment, knowing that while the journey wasn’t over, we had already achieved something extraordinary.


Chapter 10

∞∞∞

THE MORNING SUN filtered through the thin curtains, casting a warm, golden light across the room. I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at my reflection in the small mirror mounted on the wall. The woman staring back at me—with soft curves, delicate features, and long, wavy hair—was a stranger and yet, somehow, not.

I traced the line of my jaw with trembling fingers, my thoughts a swirling chaos of doubt and longing. Was I ready to give all of this up and return to Elliott, the life I’d known for over four decades?

Or was this new reality—Ellen—the person I had always been underneath it all?

A soft knock at the door pulled me from my reverie. “Come in,” I called, my voice still unfamiliar to my ears but no longer jarring.

Darwin stepped inside, his hair tousled and a faint smile playing on his lips. “You’re up early,” he said, closing the door behind him. “Couldn’t sleep?”

I shook my head, looking down at my hands. “Too much on my mind.”

He moved to sit beside me, his presence grounding in a way I hadn’t expected. “Want to talk about it?”

I hesitated, unsure where to begin. Finally, I met his gaze. “I don’t know what to do, Darwin. Cleopatra will turn me back into Elliott and part of me feels like I should. But the other part…” My voice trailed off as emotion threatened to choke me.

Darwin reached out, his hand warm and steady on mine. “Ellen, whatever decision you make, it’s yours to make. And I’ll be here no matter what. Whether you choose to be Elliott again or stay as Ellen, it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

“How can you be so sure?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
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“What if I make the wrong choice? What if I regret it?”

He gave a soft laugh, the sound filled with affection. “You’re overthinking it, as usual. There’s no right or wrong choice here, Ellen. There’s only what feels true to you. And whatever that truth is, I’ll love you for it.”

The weight of his words settled over me, their sincerity leaving me both comforted and conflicted. “I don’t know who I am anymore,” I admitted, my voice breaking. “I thought I did, but this… everything… has turned my world upside down.”

Darwin cupped my cheek, his thumb brushing away a tear I hadn’t realized had fallen. “Sometimes, it’s only when the world turns upside down that we finally see it for what it is. And I see you, Ellen. I see who you are, and I think you’re incredible.”

I leaned into his touch, closing my eyes as his words washed over me. For the first time in weeks, a small sliver of clarity began to take shape within the chaos.

“Thank you,” I murmured, my voice steadying. “For being here. For… everything.”

“Always,” he said, leaning forward to press a gentle kiss to my forehead. “Now, let’s get ready. It’s a big day.”

I nodded, watching as he stood and left the room. Alone once more, I turned back to the mirror, the woman staring back at me no longer a stranger. She was someone I was beginning to understand, piece by piece. And perhaps, she was someone I could learn to embrace.

Later that day, the chamber was bathed in a golden glow, the walls shimmering as if alive with Cleopatra’s presence. I stood before her sarcophagus, my heart pounding as her spirit materialized once more. She was as breathtaking as ever, her features regal and serene. The ethereal light danced around her, highlighting the intricate patterns of her golden crown and flowing robes.

Cleopatra’s gaze fell on me, her dark eyes seeming to pierce through my very soul. “Ellen,” she said, her voice a melodic blend of authority and warmth. “You have fulfilled your task and reunited my daughter with me. For that, you have my eternal gratitude.”

I swallowed hard, the weight of her words pressing down on me. “Thank you, Your Majesty. It’s been an honor.”

She stepped closer, her movements fluid and graceful. “As promised, I now offer you the choice. I can return you to your former self, to Elliott. Or… you may remain as Ellen, should you desire it.”

The room seemed to hold its breath as her words hung in the air. I glanced at Darwin, his expression unreadable but his eyes filled with quiet support. Then I looked down at my hands, the hands of a woman, and felt a surge of emotion I couldn’t quite name.

“I…” I began, my voice trembling.

Darwin, Amira, Cleopatra, and the Mummy were all looking at me—anticipating the decision that would dictate the course of my life. After all of the successes, accomplishments, and accolades, I thought I knew it all, I thought that I’d already discovered all of the world’s mysteries.

But something remained, and will forever be when I heard myself say the words…

“I don’t think I want to go back.”

Cleopatra tilted her head, her expression softening. “Speak your truth, child. There is no shame in what you feel.”

I took a deep breath, the words spilling out before I could stop them. “I’ve always felt like something was missing, like I was living someone else’s life. Becoming Ellen… it’s been terrifying and confusing, but it’s also felt right in ways I never expected. I think… I think I’ve always wanted to be a woman but never believed it was possible.”

Darwin stepped forward, his hand resting lightly on my shoulder. “Oh, Ellen,” he said, his voice steady. “I’m with you, no matter what.”

Cleopatra smiled, her ethereal form radiating approval. “Then it is decided. You shall remain as Ellen, a reflection of the truth you have found within yourself.”

Tears welled in my eyes as a sense of peace washed over me. For the first time, I felt whole, as if the pieces of my life had finally fallen into place.

Cleopatra’s form shimmered in the dim light of the chamber as she turned her gaze toward all of us. “You have my eternal gratitude,” she began, her melodic voice carrying the weight of centuries. “But know this: My tomb and Bahiti’s rest must remain hidden. If the world learns of this place, the balance of my blessing will break.”

Darwin nodded immediately. “You have our word. No one will know.”

Amira, still tearful from the earlier moment, wiped her eyes and stepped forward. “Your Majesty, I swear on my honor as a historian and an explorer, your secret is safe with me.” She glanced at me, her gaze softening. “And with all of us.”

Cleopatra seemed to regard Amira with particular fondness. “Your devotion is evident, child. The preservation of history is a noble path.”

Finally, she turned to me, her dark eyes meeting mine. “Ellen, your journey has been one of self-discovery, but this is also a burden you must carry. Should my tomb be revealed, the transformation you have embraced will be undone.”

A chill ran through me at her words, but I straightened, determination coursing through my veins. “I understand. And I promise to protect your legacy.”

Cleopatra stepped closer, her radiant form casting a golden glow on us all. “You have proven yourselves worthy. Go now, and carry this trust with care.”
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As her form began to fade, I felt Darwin’s hand slip into mine, grounding me in the moment. When the chamber fell silent once more, the three of us stood together, united in purpose.

Darwin broke the silence with a wry smile. “I just wish she hadn’t destroyed my camera. That footage would’ve been amazing.”

We all laughed, the sound echoing warmly through the chamber. It was a moment of lightness after the weight of what we had experienced.

Amira placed a hand on my shoulder, her eyes shining with emotion. “Ellen, I’m so happy for you. You’ve found yourself, and that’s the greatest discovery of all.”

Tears pricked at my eyes, but they were tears of joy. “Thank you, Amira. For everything.”

As we left the chamber, stepping into the golden light of the desert, I felt a profound sense of peace. The journey wasn’t just about Cleopatra or Bahiti—it had been about finding myself, and in the process, I had found something far greater: love, purpose, and truth.

Darwin squeezed my hand as we walked back to the jeep. “Ready for more adventures, my dear Ellen?”

I smiled, the horizon stretching endlessly before us. “With you? Always.”


Epilogue

∞∞∞

THE TELEVISION’S hum filled Amira’s cozy office, blending with the faint buzz of the air conditioning. Darwin sat cross-legged on the floor, a steaming cup of coffee in hand. Amira leaned back in her chair, her legs tucked under her, while I perched on the worn couch, a blanket draped over my shoulders. It was a rare moment of calm, the kind we’d come to cherish after the whirlwind of the past year.

On the screen, Dr. Kathleen Martinez spoke with her usual fervor, her excitement practically radiating through the screen. She gestured animatedly to a map behind her, marked with intricate symbols and annotations.

“We are closer than ever,” she declared, her voice steady and filled with conviction. “The evidence we’ve uncovered strongly suggests Cleopatra’s tomb lies within this region. With continued effort, I believe we will soon bring one of history’s greatest mysteries to light.”

I exchanged a glance with Darwin, who raised an eyebrow, his expression a mix of amusement and apprehension. “Closer than ever, huh?” he quipped, taking a sip of his coffee. “She’s been saying that for years.”

“Give her credit,” Amira said, her tone thoughtful.

“She’s persistent. And persistence gets results.”

“She’ll never find it,” I said quietly, my fingers tightening around the edges of the blanket.
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“Not unless we let her.”

The room fell into a comfortable silence as we watched the interview continue. Dr. Martinez’s enthusiasm was infectious, a reminder of the thrill that had driven us all to pursue our own paths in archaeology and exploration. But it was also a stark contrast to the secret we carried, one that bound us together in a way few could understand.

“It’s hard to believe it’s been over a year,” Amira said, breaking the silence. Her gaze lingered on the screen before shifting to Darwin and me. “Sometimes, it feels like it happened yesterday.”

Darwin nodded, his expression softening. “I think about it all the time. What we saw, what we did… It’s the kind of thing that changes you forever.”

I smiled, the memories flooding back in vivid detail. The hidden chambers, the shimmering light of Cleopatra’s spirit, the weight of Bahiti’s remains in my hands. And, of course, the moment I chose to remain Ellen, embracing the truth of who I was.

“We made a promise,” I said, my voice steady.

“And we’ve kept it. That’s what matters.”

Amira’s eyes glistened, and she reached out to squeeze my hand. “I’m proud of us,” she said. “We’ve protected something priceless. And more than that, we’ve grown because of it.”

Darwin grinned, his usual humor breaking through the sentiment. “Not to mention, we’ve gotten really good at dodging reporters and treasure hunters.”

We all laughed, the sound filling the small office and chasing away the weight of our reflections. It was a reminder that, despite the enormity of our secret, we still had each other to lean on.

As the interview wound down, Amira turned off the TV, the screen going dark. She stretched, letting out a contented sigh. “My back is killing me. Are we taking the donuts with us?”

Before any of us could answer, there was a knock at the door. It creaked open, revealing Ahmed, Amira’s boyfriend of just a month. He was tall and lean, his dark hair tousled and his smile easy.

“The car’s ready,” he said, stepping inside. His gaze swept over the three of us, lingering on Amira. “Are you all set?”

Amira’s eyes lit up, and she nodded. “Just about. Give us a minute?”

Ahmed smiled, leaning against the doorframe. “Take your time. I’ll be outside.”

As he disappeared, Amira turned to us, her excitement barely contained. “Are you ready for this?” she asked, her voice brimming with anticipation.

Darwin stood, stretching before offering me a hand. “Ready as I’ll ever be. What about you, Ellen? Think you’re up for another adventure?”

I took his hand, standing and letting the blanket fall away. “Always,” I said, my smile mirroring his.
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The four of us piled into Ahmed’s SUV, the air buzzing with the excitement of what lay ahead. Our destination this time was Atlantis, the mythical city that had captivated explorers and dreamers for centuries. It was a challenge unlike any we had faced before, but that only made it more thrilling.

As we drove into the horizon, the sun setting behind us, I felt a deep sense of gratitude. For the journey that had brought us together, for the secrets we shared, and for the new chapter unfolding before us. Whatever challenges awaited, I knew we’d face them as a team, bound by trust, love, and the unshakable belief in the power of discovery.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Finding Her? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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Story 1 – Maid For Love
Hearing her say yes to my proposal was the happiest moment of my life. I didn’t want to ruin her excitement by burdening her with the news of our flailing company. Being a chambermaid in a rubber dress was my only option to afford the wedding of her dreams.

But will she still be willing to marry me once she sees my feminine alter ego?

Story 2 – Sissies And The City
I walked over to the full-length mirror in my living room, studying my reflection. The woman staring back at me was beautiful, confident, and strong.

But right now, she felt lost, unsure of her place in this world.
But why does Mr. Huge have a way of making me feel like I was still not one?

"What am I to him?"

Story 3 – All Made Up
Being called a disappointment and loser by my own family at 35 was too close to becoming of normalcy. I was slowly believing that they were right, that I was bound nowhere in life.
Not until I met Jessica, the most inspiring boss babe I’d met who would change my life using one dress, one lingerie set, and one shade of lipstick at a time.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Sweet Femboys


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of e-mails but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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"A New Year’s Resolution to become a Girly Girl? Not in a million years!"

I was a lonely postman spending Christmas Day in my cramped apartment cluttered with unsent greeting cards, feeling like life had little to offer.

That’s when I stumbled upon a mysterious New Year’s resolution list that wasn’t even mine—its bold promise? To transform into a confident and beautiful girly girl.

What started as a laugh became an incredible journey of self-discovery as I followed each step on the list.

Read New Year New Girly Me

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Finding Her.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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