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      The Egyptian Empire World is set in an alternative universe where the Egyptian Empire never fell and replaced the Roman Empire. The split in the timeline happened after the Ptolemaic dynasty and the final Cleopatra's infamous reign. Instead of Egypt falling into the hands of the Romans, they fought back and gained control of the budding Roman Empire. All religions still exist in the world, but many have been absorbed into the Egyptian religion (this was common practice during their ancient history, so is something I adopted into the series).

      For the purposes of this series, the Egyptian Empire spans much of Africa and Europe, as well as some of the Middle East.

      I made the decision to keep a lot of the words and systems we use today (including place names like London and the River Thames) to make the reading experience as smooth as possible. If this was the real progression of events, those things would likely have been named differently.

      Things I have kept are the Ancient Egyptian concept of a week (10 days, including a 2 day "weekend"), month (3 weeks), season (4 months) and year (3 seasons plus 5 feast days). The currency they're using is debens (derived from the Ancient Egyptian word for bread - something workers were often paid in). Names have also been influenced by Ancient Egyptian history.
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      Novice Of The Afterlife

      With their ordination ceremony coming up, the apprentices discover that they're going to be working with traditional embalming techniques for the first time. After the initial awkwardness between Nik and Ani following their kiss to escape notice of the body snatchers, things are mostly back to normal, though they still haven't talked about it.

      They also haven't found much out about the bodies that have been disappearing from the modern embalming suites, only to discover that there are more missing from the traditional body-rooms. When the bodies reappear without their amulets, they know something big is afoot and realise they have to do something.

      With Ramesses spending some time in Egypt, Ani realises how incompatible they are and after a pep-talk from Neffie, she ends things with him, causing Ramesses to threaten her with career ruin.

      Ani's Blessed teacher, Khafre, gives her his final lesson, with him leaving after Ani is ordained, but he promises that he'll still help her in any way that he can.

      On the day of their ordination, Nik gives Ani a gift of hair beads that he'd seen her admiring at the market but hadn't bought herself. The two of them kiss, only to be interrupted by Hannu before they can talk about it properly. Once they are ordained as priests, they talk about their relationship and realise they're the last people to know they're in one.

      Having realised that there's nothing Nik's father/the High Priest will do to help about the missing bodies, they turn to the only place they think has the authority to help - the temple of Ma'at.

      If you want to read the What Happened Before for books 1 & 2, you can on my website: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-apprentice.html
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      A parade of jackals walks neatly down the path in the centre of the temple, making me more on edge than it should considering they're the sacred animals of the god I serve.

      Each of them has their head held high and the traditional golden collar and anklets that Inkaef gifted to me for Matia the first time we had a formal occasion.

      I scan the line of jackals for the priest who looks after them, finding him close to the head of the parade, his pride evident even at this distance. It's an impressive display and not something I ever thought about happening before today. Sometimes, it's easy to forget that the Day of Choosing experience I had isn't the only one going on today. Up and down the country, and even all over the world, hundreds of thousands of eighteen-year-olds who hope to become priests and priestesses will be going to a temple in order to find out which god they'll serve. Or if they've been Blessed.

      It's hard to believe it's been a year since my whole life changed on my own Day of Choosing. So much has happened since then.

      Matia yips and pushes her head under my hand, as if able to sense the direction of my thoughts. I love every minute of having her by my side.

      A familiar figure approaches from the other side of the temple. Nik notices me watching him and lifts his hand to wave.

      A smile spreads over my face despite the confusing and conflicting thoughts running through my head right now. Seeing him is always a bright spot in my day, and I feel lucky to get to work alongside him.

      Which is a funny thing to think considering how we first started.

      "Hey," he says once he's close enough to be heard.

      "Hey."

      "All right, what's wrong?" Nik asks, studying my face as if he's certain the answer is something.

      "I'm fine," I mumble, both put off and relieved that he can

      He raises an eyebrow. "No, you're not. Tell me?"

      I sigh and flop down onto the bench next to the sacred lake. "It's not a big deal."

      "If you're refusing to tell me, then it's definitely a big deal. You tell me everything, remember?"

      "Or perhaps you just think I tell you everything," I tease.

      "You wound me, Ankhesenamun."

      I wrinkle my nose. "Don't call me that, it's weird."

      "It's weird to call you by your name?"

      "How would you like it if I started calling you Nikare all the time?"

      He shrugs. "It's my name, you can call me what you want."

      "Why do you have to be so impossible?"

      "Because otherwise, you wouldn't like me nearly as much."

      "Or maybe it wouldn't have taken me nearly a year to agree to be your girlfriend," I retort.

      Nik lets out an amused chuckle. "That's not how it happened."

      An amused smile spreads over my face and I relax slightly. "All right, it's not."

      "Ah, sweet victory." He stretches out, looking very much at ease despite the uncomfortable angle of the bench. "But don't think I haven't noticed that you've changed the subject. Masterfully done, by the way."

      "Thank you."

      "So, out with it."

      I sigh. "You're going to think I'm a bad priestess."

      "I would never think that."

      "Nik."

      "All right, but the bar is set pretty low around here with all the corruption and body parts going missing," he points out.

      "Have you heard from Ma'at's temple yet?" I ask.

      "No. Which is something you're well aware of. Now stop changing the subject."

      "You're not going to let this go, are you?"

      "No." He says it with such determination that I know it's true.

      "I'm feeling a bit unsettled because of the Day of Choosing," I admit.

      "Ah, you're worried you're going to have another Blessed to contend with."

      "What? No. That isn't what I said."

      "It's not what you didn't say either."

      "Don't be pedantic. I'm not bothered about the idea of a new Blessed. I don't think."

      "It's natural for you if you are," he assures me. "But it's probably unlikely. If Anubis picks a Blessed this year, it won't be in the British Isles."

      "Hmm. You may have a point."

      "And, even if they are in the country, that doesn't mean they're going to come to this temple. They could be sent to one of the other temples in London, or somewhere else in the country too. The Edinburgh temple has been jealous of you since you came here."

      "You can't possibly know that," I counter.

      "Of course I can, you think I haven't overheard Father talking to them and trying to appease them."

      "It's like no one knows how the Blessed work," I mutter.

      "That's because we don't really," Nik points out. "You're a mystery, Ani."

      A soft snort escapes me. "One you're determined to solve, right?"

      "Only because you're happy to let me." He grins widely at me. "But as for the other thing, you know you're allowed to be nervous about things like this?"

      "It doesn't feel right to be. If Anubis wants to bless someone this year, then I should support that. And it's not that I don't want to, it's just odd to think that I won't be the only Blessed one here."

      "On the plus side, won't it mean that Khafre will return? That wouldn't be so bad, would it?"

      "Okay, that's a convincing argument," I admit. Despite it not being long since my Blessed mentor left, I miss his presence. He's taught me so much about my powers, and that's without considering how supportive he was of me exploring my feelings for Nik.

      I reach out and take Nik's hand in mine, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      "You know it's going to be fine, right?"

      "I do," I assure him. "So long as they keep pairing me with you."

      He chuckles. "You'd think they'd learn not to do that after all the trouble we've caused."

      "Hori likes us," I point out.

      "Hmm. True. And maybe everyone else is just in denial because they think we're adorable."

      I let out an amused snort. "I don't think that's it. I imagine most people aren't giving much thought to us."

      "Even after Hannu told everyone about us kissing after our ordination ceremony?"

      "Especially after that," I point out. "You're the one who said they all told you that they assumed we'd get together."

      "Is it bad to be disappointed that we're not more noteworthy?" he asks.

      I shake my head in bemusement. "Only you would be sad about not being the subject of gossip."

      Matia approaches him and lays her head down on his leg, looking up at him with longing eyes.

      Without even thinking about it, Nik reaches out and scratches behind her ears in just the way she likes, bringing a doting smile to my face. I love watching them together. There's something about it that makes me feel warm and fuzzy.

      "I've never been the subject of gossip before," Nik says offhandedly.

      "I imagine you've been the subject of plenty," I counter. "Just none of it very nice."

      "Is any gossip nice?"

      "Hmm. Maybe a rumour that you're not as stuck up as you could be considering you're the High Priest's son?" I tease.

      Nik groans. "Somehow I feel like that's going to end up being more to my detriment than my benefit."

      "The fact that you're nice?"

      "Who my father is." He stares off into the distance.

      My heart hurts for him. It can't be easy for him to know that his father isn't the man he once thought he was.

      "It might not be as bad as we think," I assure him gently.

      Nik lets out a hollow laugh, firmly echoing the way I really feel about the situation too. "I'm more worried that it's going to be worse," he admits. "I suppose I've always known that Father likes to look the other way, but what if he's more involved in the corruption here?"

      "Anubis wouldn't be that cruel to you," I say.

      Nik chuckles. "I don't think Anubis will have given much thought to my personal feelings on the matter."

      He may have a point, but I'm not sure right now is the time to say as much.

      "Anyway, we should get going or we'll be late," he says, already getting to his feet. "We don't get the day off just because it's the Day of Choosing."

      "A real oversight if you ask me."

      He lets out a small laugh. "Except that you don't believe that."

      "True." I join him and take his hand in mine. We can't, and shouldn't, act coupley in the mortuary, but we can on our way to it. "People die every day, so our work is never done."

      "You've become very morbid in your old age."

      "I'm nineteen," I retort, my gaze straying to Matia briefly as she trots alongside us.

      "Mmhmm, practically an old crone."

      I narrow my eyes at him. "You're older than me."

      "By six months."

      "It's enough."

      "To make you an old man, yes," I tease.

      "A wise old man."

      I snort. "If you say so."

      Our conversation is cut short by our arrival in the mortuary, and it's only then that I realise Nik's done exactly what he set out to and has distracted me from the complicated feelings within.
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      "It's too early," I complain to Matia. Not that this morning is different from any other.

      She cocks her head to the side as if she understands, but is disagreeing with me. Or she does until she hears a noise behind the door and bounces over to it with unbridled joy in her step.

      The knock comes barely a moment later.

      "Come in," I call, already knowing who is on the other side.

      The door swings open and Matia gets even more excited as Nik steps inside.

      "Sometimes, I think she's happier to see me than you are," he quips even as he reaches out for me.

      I arch an eyebrow even as I give him a swift kiss. It's strange to think we used to do this morning ritual without the show of affection, it feels as if it's always supposed to have been this way.

      Maybe that's what everyone is talking about when they say they assumed we were going to get together.

      "Did you see our assignments?" he asks.

      I shake my head. "I haven't had a chance to look yet. Please tell me we haven't been assigned cleaning duty." I had quite enough of that when the two of us were being punished for leaving the vizier's funeral in order to catch an organ thief.

      "Not this time. They have the new apprentices for that."

      "Oh right, I forgot."

      Nik chuckles. "You forgot?"

      I shrug. "I suppose they don't really affect me."

      We make our way out of my room, and I lock up behind us, twisting the key in the lock and slipping it into my pocket.

      "And to think that just a few days ago you were worrying about whether one of them would be Blessed."

      "I was," I admit. "But then you talked some sense into me."

      "Ah, you mean I was right."

      "Don't push it." He'll be able to tell from my smile that I'm only joking. "Anyway, I'm assuming from the fact you're not complaining that we've been assigned the same thing."

      "We have."

      "What is it?"

      "We've been assigned to the cat mortuary."

      I frown. "Seriously?"

      "What's wrong with that?" he asks.

      "Nothing, I'm just surprised."

      Nik shrugs. "I assume they're using us to do some of the busy work while others get the new apprentices settled."

      "Ah, that makes sense." And I could probably have guessed that's where we're heading based on the carvings on the walls around us. They've gone from reliefs of people to animals.

      We pass the small mortuary dedicated to crocodiles. It doesn't get much use other than when one of the sacred animals of one of the crocodile gods dies, unlike the cat mortuary.

      We're always getting cats sent over from Bastet's temple to be mummified.

      "After you," Nik says, holding the door to the building open for me.

      Matia takes her chance and darts through ahead of me.

      I shake my head in bemusement, but really, I'm glad she gets to come with me into these places now I'm ordained and have technically finished my Blessed training.

      "Thank you," I say to Nik as I pass.

      He flashes me a smile that I know is just for me, making my heart skip a beat. At moments like this, I wonder how I managed to miss the fact he liked me for so long.

      Or that the feelings were mutual.

      "Ah good, you're here," a bumbling priest says as we step through the door. "You know what you're doing, right?"

      Nik and I exchange a confused glance.

      "Not really," I say. "I mean, we've mummified cats before, but we're not sure what we're supposed to be doing in the mortuary."

      The priest gives an exasperated sigh, seemingly unhappy with having to take two junior priests through the job. "All right, follow me. I don't have long, I need to head to Thoth's temple, there's been a sickness with the baboons and I need to collect them for mummification."

      "I thought the other temples delivered their sacred animals to us?" Nik asks.

      "Normally, they do," the priest responds. "But apparently this time they can't. Something about rest days and the way things are supposed to be done. Anyway, who knows."

      The way he says it leads me to believe he doesn't want more questions.

      "Right. You're here for a few weeks. It's pretty standard. Mummify the cats as they come in, one of Bastet's priests or priestesses will come when they need a mummification. Then you just need to do the rights and prayers for them all. Everything's in here." He puts his hand on what I assume are instructions. "You'll also need to use the ledger to log which cat is which. But it's all self-explanatory. If you need any help, you know where Hori is."

      I stare at the man, unable to work out if he's being serious or not and why he seems to think it's acceptable to just leave us without running through things properly.

      Nik reaches out and places a hand on my arm. "Thank you, we've got this."

      "Good luck," the priest says, already heading towards the door.

      I blink a few times, hardly believing the lack of care the man seems to have for his sacred duty.

      "What just happened?" I ask Nik.

      "I believe we were just given our assignment."

      "And no one thought we might need more instructions than look after some dead cats for a few weeks?"

      "It is a little odd," he admits. "But we've encountered weirder."

      "True." I move around and take a seat behind the desk, opening the instruction book and starting to read. "And there's nothing we can't work out, right?"

      "Probably not. We're a good team."

      I look up at him and smile. "We are."

      "And this could be a good thing," he says as he takes a seat opposite me and grabs the ledger. "If we're more or less left to our own devices, we can spend a few weeks planning our next move."

      "Which would be a lot easier if we'd heard from Ma'at's temple since making our report," I mutter. Matia grows tired of waiting for us to give her attention and wanders off to sit on a pile of linen in the corner. I probably shouldn't let her, but she seems happy there. "They said they'd be in touch when they were ready."

      "It's barely been a month," Nik reminds me. "There are processes for this kind of thing."

      I let out a loud sigh, trying not to let my frustration control me too much. "I suppose I'm just worried they're not going to take us seriously."

      "There's no reason for them not to," he points out. "They can tell when we're lying, remember?"

      "Well, the Blessed can."

      "We've mostly dealt with Ma'at Blessed priests," he reminds me. "Ma'at isn't like Anubis, she blesses people every year."

      "Isn't it funny how it works?" I muse. "Some gods only choose one person every now and again, while others choose hundreds a year."

      "I guess it depends on what the god needs for their temple." Nik flicks through the ledger detailing which cat is which. "The ability to sense when someone is lying to them is a useful one for the Blessed serving Ma'at, but your skills aren't actually needed to serve Anubis."

      "Way to make me feel useful," I mutter.

      "That's not what I mean."

      I let out a loud sigh and look up from the cat care instructions. I'm not paying a huge amount of attention to them anyway. "I know it isn't. And I think you're right."

      "Oh, I like hearing you say that." He leans back in his chair and grins. "Say it again?"

      "You're right, Nik," I repeat, feeling a little lighter than before. He definitely has the ability to make anything seem more manageable. "How is the ledger?"

      "Pretty self-explanatory," he responds. "There's a coding system that seems to refer to the embalming tables and next to each of those is the name of the cat and any distinctive markings it has. What about yours?"

      "The instructions are comprehensive," I admit. "Luckily."

      "How long do you think it'll take us to get the hang of it?"

      "A few days at most so long as nothing drastic happens."

      "Like the disease from Thoth's temple spreading to Bastet's?"

      "I'd like to think that most baboon diseases can't be spread to cats."

      "Stranger things have happened, and we should be prepared for that," he reminds me.

      "I know, you don't need to tell me." I pause, wondering what the best thing to do first is. "Should we take a tour of the mortuary? I don't think I've actually been here before."

      "Me neither. You'd have thought this would be where they'd teach animal mummification."

      "I guess they don't want new apprentices practising on sacred animals," I say.

      "Just on people's pets."

      "For some people, it's the only way they can afford to have their pets mummified," I remind him. "Don't tell me I'm going to have to have the talk about affordable embalming with you again."

      Nik chuckles. "Believe it or not, I got it the first time around."

      "Good. You do seem to have gotten rid of your snobbery over traditional mummification." I close the book and get to my feet.

      "My snobbery?" Amusement glitters in his eyes.

      "Mmhmm."

      "You've never told me what kind of mummification you'd go for," Nik says as we start walking through the building, checking out each of the cupboards and rooms to make sure we know what lives there.

      "I've honestly never given it much thought," I admit. "I just assumed I'd get the best that I could afford. I wonder if I even have a choice now."

      "Because you're Blessed?"

      I nod. "I assume everyone prefers the Blessed to have a traditional mummification."

      "Huh, I actually have no idea."

      "There are enough Blessed older than me that we'll know before my time comes. What about you? I assume you'll want traditional?"

      "I think so. But I'm not so sure anymore."

      I raise an eyebrow. "What takes your fancy instead?"

      "Maybe I'll just have my heart mummified and put in your coffin with you."

      I wrinkle my nose. "I think I'll pass. You can keep your organs for yourself."

      "Ah, so you don't want to be united in death?"

      "We'll be reunited in Duat," I point out. "I don't need you in my coffin when I'll be stuck with you in the afterlife already."

      Nik lets out a hearty chuckle. "So long as you know you are."

      "More than that, I know I want to be." I glance at him to make sure he isn't freaked out by the conversation, but he seems perfectly calm. Somehow, we've gone from barely being able to talk about our feelings, to knowing this feels like a sure thing in a very small amount of time.

      I'd be scared about it, but Khafre always taught me to trust my gut, and right now it's telling me that this is right.

      And my heart agrees.
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      The basket of amulets is surprisingly heavy, and I still have to get them to the cat mortuary. I'm not sure why there isn't a store in that part of the complex already, but it would definitely beat having to go and pick them up from the main storeroom.

      At least it gave me a chance to peek in on the new apprentices and see how they were getting on. I hope we didn't look quite as clueless when we started at the temple, but I'm reasonably sure we did.

      And probably still do. While the apprentices I joined the temple with are technically now priests like me, we're far from finished with our studies and have a long way to go before we're considered fully qualified. Until then, we'll be left in charge of the animal mortuaries and some of the other lesser duties.

      Ibi waves at me from the entrance to the snake mortuary and I smile back at him. It's strange not to be spending as much time with the others, but it's nice to still be able to greet each other in passing. Once the current apprentices are more settled and we start having classes again, I'm sure I'll see more of them.

      I lean my back against the door to the cat mortuary and push it open, trying to make up for the fact my hands are occupied with the basket of amulets.

      "I'm sorry, Hannu managed to get tangled in the linen again. I don't know how he does it," I say as I enter, before stopping in my tracks as I recognise the curly-haired woman standing beside Nik. "Neffie!"

      I hurry over and shove the basket at Nik so I can pull my best friend into a hug. Matia hurries over and presses herself against my leg, seeming to have missed me in the time I've been away. It's as if she's not the one who decided to stay with Nik rather than come with me.

      Neffie returns my embrace. It's good to see her. Working at different temples, and on different schedules, sometimes makes it difficult for the two of us to spend a lot of time together.

      "What are you doing here?" I ask as I pull away.

      "I came to check the cats," she says, waving to the rows of mummified cats that dominate the room. "I thought I could accidentally run into you, I didn't expect you to be the person on duty."

      "We must have the favour of the gods today," I respond brightly. "I don't think there's much change here, but if you have time, we can go to the canteen and grab a drink? Nik'll be okay here." I look at him, hoping he isn't going to argue with me.

      Nik nods. "I'll be fine with Matia to keep me company."

      She senses him talking about her and abandons me and Neffie in favour of him.

      I shake my head in bemusement.

      "Do you have time?" I ask Neffie.

      "I think so. But maybe you can give me an update on the cats as we go so I can say that's what I'm doing?"

      I chuckle. "All right, but there really isn't much to tell." I link my arm through hers and lead her out of the mortuary, waving to Nik as I do.

      She breathes in deeply the moment we step outside, revealing a little bit of her discomfort about being here. She's never said as much to me out loud, but I know she isn't a fan of the mortuary or the way it smells.

      "How are you?" I ask.

      "Good. Busy. You know what it's like."

      I nod, though the answer is not really. The past week hasn't been the most exciting one of my time at the temple. "I didn't realise you were going to be the one checking up on the cats," I say.

      "I volunteered," she admits. "Not without motive."

      "I've been hoping there was a reason to go to Bastet's temple ever since we were assigned the cats."

      "Great minds think alike, right?"

      "Exactly." I push open the door to the living quarters and direct her towards the canteen. She's been in the building before, but not in this part.

      "Are you sure we're allowed to be here during the day?" she checks.

      "Yes. It'll just count as my break." I grab a chilled water from the fridge and gesture for her to get what she wants before moving us over to one of the tables.

      "I'll admit it's nice to have a moment that doesn't revolve around duties and orders," she says as she sits down.

      "Are they strict at your temple?" I haven't heard any rumours of Bastet's priests being particularly so, but that doesn't mean anything. The way a temple appears to the outside isn't always a reflection of going on within its walls.

      Ours is the perfect example. Everyone thinks it's all about respecting and serving the dead, which is what it should be like. Instead, corruption and thefts run rampant.

      "Not particularly, there's just always so much to do."

      "And you have the intense desire to do it all, don't you?" I'm only half-joking, knowing exactly what Neffie is like.

      She lets out a loud sigh. "I want to be a good priestess."

      "You are a good priestess, Nef."

      "I'm barely one at all."

      "Then neither am I." I take a drink, enjoying how refreshing it is.

      "Except..."

      "Don't say that I'm Blessed. That doesn't make me any more or less a priest than any of the others."

      "Not even with your pay?"

      "Nope. I'm paid exactly the same as Nik."

      "Huh. Somehow that surprises me."

      "I'll have some pay advantages later in my career, I think," I admit. "I'll still get my salary, but I think I also get bonus payments when I do Blessed services. But it's an if-I-don't-do-them-I-don't-get-paid-extra kind of thing."

      "Interesting."

      "Is it not the same for Bastet's Blessed?" My curiosity piques at the idea of finding out more about how it works in another temple. I never paid much attention to the structures elsewhere. My heart was set on the Temple of Anubis even before the Day of Choosing.

      "I'm not sure," she responds. "None of them really talk to me."

      "Oh, I didn't realise."

      She shrugs. "I think they're busy."

      "Right, that makes sense." We lapse into a comfortable silence brought about by years of knowing one another.

      "So, things seem to be going well with Nik." She raises an eyebrow and picks up her drink.

      "Is that a statement or a question?"

      "Both."

      I let out a contented sigh. "Yes."

      "Care to elaborate?"

      "There's nothing to elaborate on. Everything is pretty much the same as it was, except now we kiss when he comes to pick me up in the morning."

      She rolls her eyes. "And you tried to deny you had feelings for him."

      "I didn't realise I did." The defence sounds weak even from me.

      "Mmhmm. That was painfully obvious." She pauses, as if there's a question in mind that she's not sure she wants to ask.

      "What is it, Nef?" I prompt.

      She lets out a loud sigh. "Do you ever worry about being with someone who works at the same temple as you?"

      I frown. "Not really."

      "Right. Because you're a forever person," she mutters.

      "I'm a what? I don't follow."

      A serious expression crosses her face. "A forever person. You get the thing you're looking for, and then you're certain that it's exactly what your future is going to look like."

      "I never said that."

      "No? Just look around you. I remember the first anatomy class we had at school and the look on your face when they talked about what it meant to be one of Anubis' priests. You decided you wanted to be one that day, and look where you are now."

      "Well yes, I suppose. But what's that got to do with dating someone?"

      "You're the same with Nik," she points out. "You realised you had feelings for him and then what? Did you hesitate when he said the same?"

      "It wasn't exactly a conversation," I mutter.

      "Ah, yes. The two of you were so certain it wouldn't ruin your friendship that you just kissed."

      "That isn't quite how I'd describe it." A furious blush rises to my cheeks and I duck my head.

      Neffie lets out an amused laugh. "That would work better if you hadn't told me all about it already. He brought you a present, he looked good, you kissed him."

      "I didn't kiss him because of the present. Or because he looks good."

      "But he does."

      "You've seen him without a shirt on."

      "Fair point."

      "But that's still not why I kissed him," I say quickly. "It was just a culmination of things." Including the way it felt when we kissed to avoid detection from the body thieves.

      "I know, I'm only teasing," she promises. "You like him because he's smart, and good at his job, and Matia loves him."

      "Accurate," I agree.

      "But do you ever worry about what would happen if you broke up?"

      I frown. "I guess? But not very much. We'd find a way to make it work." Though even as I say it I realise how much I hate the idea. I don't want what we have to end, even if it is still new.

      "Okay, that's helpful," Neffie says, leaning back in her chair.

      "Is it?" I'm not sure how any of what I've said is useful to anyone other than me.

      "Yes."

      "I think it's your turn to elaborate," I quip.

      She lets out a loud sigh. "There's this priest at the temple that I'd like to get to know better," she says. "But I guess I'm worried that my options are going to be an awkward working environment, or forever."

      "They don't have to be," I counter. "One of you can transfer to one of Bastet's other temples, and you could end up with completely different duties anyway. If you want to go for it, then you should," I say decisively.

      "Look at you believing you know everything there is about love now."

      My eyes widen. "What? Who said anything about love?"

      "Nobody, Ani, absolutely nobody." From the expression on her face, I don't think that's quite true, but I'm not going to prod any further for fear of revealing too much. "And I'll think about what to do with the priest."

      "Good. I want to know all about it."

      She chuckles. "I wouldn't dream of keeping it from you."

      "Excellent."

      We finish our drinks and turn our conversation to catching up about old friends. Neffie is better than I am at keeping up with who has gotten married and is having children. It seems surreal to me that some of our school friends have chosen lives outside the temples and are moving into life stages I haven't even started to think of, but I'm happy for them. We each have our own paths to tread, and I couldn't be happier with mine.
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      I pace back and forth outside the High Priest's office, trying not to let my nerves get the better of me.

      "Ani, will you sit down?" Nik asks.

      "Why are you so calm?" I ask as I drop down in the seat next to him. Matia cocks her head to the side and studies me as if trying to work out if I'm done being agitated.

      "Because we haven't done anything wrong," Nik reminds me.

      "Maybe not, but I doubt your father is pleased if he's learned about our conversations with a certain temple."

      "And how is he going to find out about that?"

      "People will have seen us going into Ma'at's temple." I glance at the door and lower my voice just in case. "One of them may have told him."

      "And if they did, then we'll just say that we were asked to go to help with the case against Bebi and Minnifer. Their case has only just closed," he reasons.

      "And are people going to believe that? It's months since we testified about the organ stealing."

      "Everyone knows that justice can take its time."

      "I'd be more inclined to believe you if we didn't keep getting brought here to get told off," I mutter.

      "It might just be something like talking about new room assignments," Nik tries to assure me.

      "What's wrong with the room I have now?"

      "Oh, you don't know?"

      "Clearly not." Which he's probably able to guess from the confused expression on my face.

      "We'll be moving into the priest dorms soon," he says. "They're more like small apartments with four rooms and a shared bathroom."

      "Oh. I didn't realise that."

      "The rooms are bigger."

      "I don't think that makes up for the fact I'll have to share a bathroom with three guys."

      "Even if one of them is me?"

      "You think we'll be assigned to the same apartment?"

      He shrugs. "It seems likely. Or maybe Father wants to check first."

      I don't point out how unlikely it seems that his father would call a meeting with us for that. I doubt he gives our living situation a second thought. Come to think of it, he may not even know about me and Nik. Or if he does, he doesn't care.

      "I didn't realise you were going to move out of this house," I muse.

      Nik nods. "I asked to."

      I raise an eyebrow.

      He sighs. "We never spend any time here," he points out.

      "That's because I'm kind of scared of your father."

      He chuckles, but the door swings open before he can answer. We jump to our feet, spooking Matia in the process.

      "Come in," High Priest Ahmose says.

      I gulp down my nerves and follow Nik into the office, taking a seat on the guest side of the desk and reaching down to stroke Matia's head. She leans into my touch, giving me the reassurance I'm looking for.

      "I'll get straight to it," the High Priest says. "I need you to go to York."

      I glance at Nik, seeing my confusion mirrored on his face.

      "York?" Nik echoes.

      "Your Aunt Satiah has died."

      "My who?"

      I resist the urge to reach out and touch Nik.

      "She's a distant relation several times removed." He waves his hand as if that part isn't important when it should be. "But the family has requested my presence in York for the end of the mummification process and the burial."

      I try to contain my panic at the idea of spending time visiting another temple with Nik's father around all the time.

      "And you want me to go too?" Nik asks. "What's Ani got to do with any of it?"

      That's a question I want the answer to as well.

      "Not too. Instead of. I can't just send you, you're barely a priest," the High Priest responds.

      "I'm only as qualified as Nik is," I point out.

      "Yes, but you're Blessed. They can't argue with me sending my son and a Blessed Priestess to oversee everything."

      I blink a few times, trying to process the information.

      "You'll be leaving in a few days," he continues. "While there, you are to do everything in the orderly fashion. You are representing me, and the London temple. I'll have no investigations into organ thefts." He looks between us as if he expects us to disagree with that.

      Though I think it's worrying that he feels the need to warn us, and suggests he thinks there are underhanded things going on in York as well as London.

      "Are you sure they'll be okay with you sending us?" Nik asks. "The family won't like it."

      The High Priest sighs loudly. "I don't have time for the family, Nikare. What's the point of having you in the priesthood if you're not going to take my place when I have better things to do?"

      Anger rises within me. I ball my hand into a fist so tightly that even my short nails bite into the skin of my palm. I want to say something about the way he's talking to Nik, but a minute shake of his head stops me.

      I know things aren't great between them, but I'm in disbelief that his father would go as far as saying something like that in front of me.

      "We look forward to the honour of representing the temple," Nik says through gritted teeth. "Though I believe we're due in the mortuary. Unless there's anything else?"

      Pride fills me at the way he's taking control of the situation. I know leadership roles are off-limits to the Blessed, but I can see Nik excelling in a position of authority now he's shed some of the arrogance he had when we all started. It's amazing what a little bit of friendship can do for someone.

      "That's all." High Priest Ahmose dismisses us with a wave of his hand. "Your itinerary will be sent to you."

      "Thank you," I say tartly, getting to my feet and leaving the room before I say anything I'm going to regret.

      Matia trots along beside me, her ears and tail down as she tries not to draw too much attention to herself.

      I don't say anything as we leave the High Priest's residence and head in silence to the sacred lake. It's in the middle of the temple and not private in the slightest, but there's something about it that makes me think it's a special place. And I felt that way even before Nik and I confessed our feelings for one another here.

      I come to a stop and turn to face him, wrapping my arms around his waist and leaning my head against his chest.

      He relaxes almost immediately, the tense relief taking some of my anger with it. He holds me tightly, not needing to say a word for me to know how he feels. His anger will stem from the same place as mine does.

      And then there's the fact we're being sent away from our home. I know it's only temporary, but I've barely been outside London, and I'm not sure how I feel about this being the first time.

      Then again, we'll have each other, and that means we can deal with anything.
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      Nik knocks on my open bedroom door and walks in. "The car's going to be here soon, are you done packing?"

      "Almost," I respond. "Will you grab Matia's jewellery from her cupboard?"

      He does so without hesitation, handing me the box that contains her golden collar and bracers. She doesn't wear them very often, but if we're going to be attending the funeral of Nik's aunt, we'll probably want them with us.

      "Anything else?"

      "Oh, I haven't put any of my own in yet either."

      "What exactly have you been doing?" he asks with a hint of amusement in his voice.

      "Stressing," I admit. "I don't like the fact we're leaving the temple."

      "Are you worried about Neffie? She seemed in good spirits."

      "No, not Neffie." I let out a loud sigh and sit on my bed. "Close the door?"

      He makes his way over and shuts it before coming to join me. "What is it?"

      "I just can't shake this feeling that leaving is the wrong thing to do."

      "It might be, but there's nothing we can do about it," he points out. "Father's ordered us to go. You might be able to hold onto your position if you disobey him, but I doubt I will."

      "I know. And I'm not going to do anything to jeopardise either of our places in the temple. But what if we get a message from one of Ma'at's priestesses while we're gone? If we don't answer, they'll think that we're ignoring them and have changed our minds."

      "I don't think that's true," he assures me. "But just in case, we can send them a note saying that we're going to be visiting York. You can say that you're posting a letter to your parents."

      "Why me?"

      "My parents live in the temple complex and everyone knows I don't have any friends."

      "That's not true," I counter. "You have other friends here."

      "Not exactly a compelling argument, Ani," he points out.

      "All right, pass me some paper and I'll write the note. This would be much easier if we had a named contact there."

      "It'll all come in time," he promises, handing the paper to me.

      "Just how many times have you ended up involved with Ma'at's temple?" I ask as I start to write the note.

      Nik chuckles, his amusement clear on his face. "Never before I met you."

      "I'm sorry for being such a bad influence on you."

      "No, you're not." He leans in to kiss my cheek.

      I move at the last moment and his lips meet mine instead. I set the letter down, not caring where it lands and give myself over to the way it feels to connect with him. When he kisses me like this, it's like everything slips into place inside me. I get the sense that this is where I'm supposed to be at this exact moment.

      We break apart, both smiling, and I have to admit to feeling a little more settled than before.

      "I wish we didn't have to go anywhere," I whisper.

      He reaches out and pushes a strand of dark hair out of my face. "I know. But you need to finish packing and we need to get changed."

      I groan. "Why do we have to travel in formal wear?"

      "Because we need to be wearing it when we arrive."

      "That seems highly unreasonable."

      "I don't disagree, but as neither of us is in a position to make the rules, so we have to abide by them."

      "That's never stopped us before," I mutter.

      Nik chuckles. "True. But we're trying to behave until we get our orders from Ma'at, remember?"

      "I know, I know." I let out a loud sigh. "I'll meet you downstairs once I'm changed."

      "All right, I'll see you then." He kisses me quickly before getting up to leave, only pausing to scratch Matia's head as he passes.

      I seal the letter to Ma'at's temple and place it on top of my bag, checking through everything to make sure I have it. Sadly, there's nothing else for me to do except stop putting off the inevitable and change into a formal dress.
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