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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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        As a trainee priestess, Ani's life has been far from boring, and now she has to face the fact that her superiors are ignoring missing bodies.

        Despite the changing nature of her relationship with Nik, she knows working with him is the only way she's going to get to the bottom of the mysterious disappearances of the dead, and put a stop to them before the wrong person finds out.

        Ani has decisions to make, and they're not getting any easier. At least she has her trusty sacred jackal by her side to help.

        -

        Novice Of The Afterlife is book three of The Apprentice Of Anubis urban fantasy series with a romantic (m/f) sub-plot. It follows a new priestess in the Temple of Anubis, Ani, and her jackal familiar. It is set in an alternative world where the Ancient Egyptian Empire never fell, and set in alternate London.
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      The primary London Temple of Anubis stands in front of me, with the grand statues of the god flanking the entrance, and stone columns covered in intricate carvings depicting the great journey of gods and mortals alike to the afterlife. Something about it calls to me, just like it does every other time I've passed it, though I've never understood why. Anubis' temple doesn't accept many priestesses, the chance of me ever becoming one of them is small.

      "Ani, are you coming?" Nefertiti calls.

      I tear my gaze away and turn to my best friend. "Sorry."

      "We're going to be late, that's not going to get us a good placement."

      More likely it wouldn't get us any. The gods aren't big fans of tardiness as our teachers have been fond of telling us our entire lives. I'm not sure how they'd know when the gods don't walk among us, they can't tell us what they want. Though I suppose they can influence the world around us. Maybe they'll send one of their legendary plagues down on London just because Neffie and I are late for the Day of Choosing.

      She reaches out and grabs my hand, dragging me behind her and down the avenue of temples. Most of the major gods and goddesses have one on this street as it backs onto the Thames and they can move things back and forth using the river.

      "I knew we should have gotten the bus," Neffie mutters.

      "You hate the bus," I counter.

      "But I don't want to be late. You know I want to serve Bastet. How am I going to do that if I'm too late to get a position there?"

      "You know they've already chosen who they're going to take, right?" I ask. "They use our school reports..."

      "Yes, but not if you're going to be Blessed."

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. "Only some people become Blessed. And not that often by Bastet."

      Or Anubis.

      Though Neffie has more of a chance of getting what she wants than I do, at least Bastet has chosen a Blessed from the British Isles in the past twenty years. Anubis' jackals are an even rarer sight here than they are everywhere else.

      I ignore the thought. There's no point dwelling on whether or not a god is going to choose me to be their priestess. It'll either happen, or it won't. And it's not the end of the world if it doesn't, not all of the current High Priests or Priestesses are Blessed, they rose through the ranks like those before them and now they're some of the most important people in the Egyptian Empire.

      Neffie doesn't relax until we've joined a queue of other eighteen-year-olds attending the Day of Choosing. All of us are dressed in our formal wear, which is unfortunate given the light drizzle I can sense in the air. The thin linen shift dresses we're expected to wear aren't particularly practical when it comes to the weather here. But this is what the Pharaoh and his ministers insist we wear for important occasions. They're all warm and cosy in Cairo while those of us in the far reaches of the Empire freeze on days like this.

      We shuffle forward, bouncing up and down to stop ourselves from getting too cold. The line is moving painfully slowly and I just want to get inside.

      Nerves flutter in my stomach, though I'm not sure why. This is all decided well in advance. Sometimes, I wish they'd just send us a message rather than making us all line up. But this is the way it's been done for centuries, I doubt they're going to change it now.

      "Next," a scribe calls.

      The boy in front of us approaches the desk.

      "Do you want to go first?" Neffie asks, a hint of nervousness in her voice.

      At least I'm not alone, though that isn't surprising. This has been all she can talk about for weeks.

      "Next."

      "Good luck," Neffie says, pushing me forward.

      I want to protest and say she should go first, but it's too late. The scribe is already there waiting for me to tell him my name. His stylus is poised over the screen of his tablet and I doubt he'll be happy with anyone wasting his time.

      "Ankhesenamun, from Seshat Secondary School, London." To my surprise, my voice doesn't even shake.

      He taps on the screen, but I can't see what he's writing. He holds the tablet up and glances between me and the information on the screen.

      He nods and gestures for me to continue inside.

      I walk slowly to give Neffie a chance to catch up. The jangle of her bracelets is a welcome sound, and she's soon linking her arm through mine.

      Blissfully, the main courtyard has a roof covering it. No doubt they tried to have it be open-air, but decided against it when they realised how much it rains here.

      Hundreds of eighteen-year-olds mill around and a low murmur fills the room from their chatter. Unsurprisingly, most people are standing with their friends and not using the opportunity to get to know some of the other attendees. Throughout the Empire, there will be gatherings like this of eighteen-year-olds hoping to gain employment in one of the various temples. We're just two of them.

      "What if I don't get to serve Bastet?" Neffie whispers.

      "You will," I promise, though I have no idea if that's actually true. It seems unlikely they won't take her when she's been at the top of the class for three years running.

      She grimaces, clearly not so sure about that.

      I reach out and pat her arm. I wish I could do more, but honestly, I'm terrified myself. I've never felt a strong connection to any of the gods other than Anubis. I don't know what's going to happen at the end of the day when I'm assigned to serve one.

      At least it's not a life sentence. I can drop out of the apprentice program at any point, but even that comes with complications. Not from the temples, obviously, but my parents are another matter. Mum has wanted nothing other than for me to enter priestesshood since I was old enough to walk.

      A gong sounds, reverberating around the room and causing everyone to fall silent.

      Without anyone saying a word, we all file into neat lines, standing too far away from one another to touch.

      I hold my head up high and bunch my hands into fists, trying not to let my concerns show on my face. This is an official function, it won't be a good thing if I show how uncomfortable I am by it all.

      Grand doors at the front of the room creak as they open up onto the raised dais at the front. They're flanked by ornate pillars carved and painted with all of the major gods, and several of the smaller ones too, a demonstration that this place is shared by all of them. The High Priests and Priestesses of London file onto the raised stage, draped in the finest linen and dripping with the best gold and jewels money can buy. Prestige isn't the only advantage of being the leader of a priesthood.

      Despite the sheer number of people in the room, it's almost silent. Unnervingly so. But we're all waiting for the High Priest of Amun to step forward and officially open the ceremony. It's rare for him to be away from the Canterbury temple, but this is definitely classed as a special occasion.

      I scan the line of officials on the stage, trying to pinpoint which of the group he is. I've only ever seen him from a distance, and when everyone is dressed up the way they currently are, it's hard to tell them apart. If I was closer, I was sure I'd be able to see the various different animals and symbols decorating their jewels that would let me know.

      A man close to the middle steps forward and opens his arms wide. "Good morning, all. Welcome to the Day of Choosing. May the gods in their infinite wisdom choose those who will serve them honourably and well."

      Several of the priests on stage nod along with him.

      "Let us commence the ceremony for the Blessed." He gestures to the side.

      A smaller door opens, and through it comes a small black cat. She winds her way through the students, sniffing and trying to decide which of them she likes the most. Naysayers like to say the Blessed part of the ceremony is completely made up. It isn't the gods guiding the choices of the animals, it's all coincidence.

      I'm not sure what to believe. The gods are real, there's no doubt in my mind about that. But I doubt they care very much about the ways of mortals. Especially not teenage ones who are prone to change their minds about things.

      Around the room, several other cats make their way through the lines.

      Neffie sucks in a deep breath as the cat passes her. I know she's hoping it will stop in front of her and she'll be Bastet's Blessed. It's the only way of changing the minds of the priests and priestesses. Otherwise, we end up at the places we've already been assigned, even if we're not aware of them.

      Unsurprisingly, the cat passes Neffie by and heads back to the room it came from without choosing anyone. I've heard rumours this is what happens most of the time. The animals come out, walk around, and then go back to where they came from.

      If they appear at all.

      It's been a couple of years since one of Anubis' jackals has even made an appearance, and that was in a different country.

      The process repeats with a few different creatures, including a cold looking ibis and a gangly deer.

      At least we're only made to do this with some animals. Gods and goddesses with more dangerous sacred animals tend to show their feelings in other, safer, ways. Which I'm glad of. I don't like the idea of having a crocodile creeping between us to try and inform us of Sobek's will.

      A soft murmur comes from the front of the hall.

      "Ani, look," Neffie whispers, pointing to the front.

      She needn't have bothered. My gaze is already fixated on the black form leaving the door and making its way amongst the assembled potential priests.

      One of Anubis' jackals has made itself known.

      Despite knowing how unlikely it is the god will choose me, I hold my breath, counting down the minutes until it passes and I know I'm not the only one. I've done everything I can to make it possible, including taking the right classes and focusing on anatomy and the natural sciences at school, but I have to be realistic and accept that the chances of serving Anubis are slim. In all likelihood, I'll leave here as a trainee priestess for Isis, just like Mum wants.

      To my surprise, the jackal appears in front of me and sits down. It cocks its head to the side, a funny look on its face. I don't know if it's male or female, but I do know that it's come for me.

      Hundreds of eyes are on me. Which isn't enough to dissuade me from reaching out my hand and gently brushing it against the jackal's head.

      Its eyes close, as if enjoying the scratches.

      A man steps forward to join the High Priest of Amun and clears his throat. "Anubis has spoken. His sacred jackal, Matia, has made her choice."

      That answers that one. The jackal is female. Somehow that feels right.

      Another priest makes his way through the crowd towards me. "What's your name?" he asks.

      "Ankhesenamun, but people call me Ani." My voice shakes ever so slightly, but I put that down to the amount of pressure there is from the various people watching.

      He notes something down on his tablet. "Please make your way through the doors over there." He points to the left. "High Priest Ahmose will take you through everything you need to know."

      I nod, not knowing what else I can possibly do.

      Slowly, I turn and make my way to the doors, only noticing after a few steps that Matia is following me.

      I wish I could tell Neffie that I'll message her later. But we've been friends long enough for me to be confident knowing she doesn't think I've abandoned her.

      And that she'll want to hear everything about my conversation with the High Priest of Anubis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The room is smaller than I expect it to be, but beautiful nonetheless. There are ornate paintings on all of the walls which include far more detail than I'd expect from a room that's only used once a year.

      I resist the urge to pace while I wait for the High Priest.

      Matia has trotted in behind me and is still looking at me with an intrigued expression. There's something about the jackal that's both majestic and a little funny looking. But she seems good-natured, and I suppose that's what matters.

      "Hello," I say to her.

      She cocks her head to the side as if to return the greeting.

      Do jackals normally make a noise? I have to admit to not being sure, she's the first one I've seen up close.

      "Do you want more scratches?" I ask.

      I take her stillness for assent and reach out to ruffle the top of her head. She makes a soft rumbling sound that I take to mean enjoyment.

      Footsteps echo from down the corridor and I pull back, standing up straight so I look smart when I'm faced with High Priest Ahmose for the first time. I know enough about being Blessed to know it effectively makes him my boss, and I don't want to get off on the wrong foot.

      Once he's in the room with me, it only takes a moment for me to realise how he became the High Priest. There's something about the way he holds himself and the air around him that just says authority.

      I stand even straighter, which is surprising when I didn't even realise it was possible.

      "Good morning, Ankhesenamun," he says.

      "Good morning, High Priest." I dip my head as a sign of respect.

      "I will admit that I wasn't expecting a Blessed for our temple today." He doesn't seem annoyed by it, just intrigued.

      "I wasn't expecting to be Blessed either," I counter. Though there was a small part of me that hoped I'd be able to enter the Temple of Anubis, I didn't really think it would happen.

      There's still a voice in my head telling me that this isn't real and there's been a mistake. The High Priest is only here to tell me to go back to the hall and wait to be assigned to my real temple.

      "But I'm not one to turn down Anubis' gifts. Are you?" he asks.

      I shake my head. "Absolutely not."

      "Good. Then you'll be expected to report to the temple on the first day of next week. I'll arrange for supplies for Matia to be delivered to your residence for the days until then, and for your room at the temple to have space for her..."

      "I'm taking Matia home with me?" I can't keep the surprise out of my voice.

      She must know we're talking about her, as she pushes her head against my hand as if asking for more scratches.

      "Of course. She is a blessing from the gods and is a sign of your connection to Anubis."

      "Oh."

      "She also seems to have taken a shine to you." A small smile lifts the corners of his lips, but it's gone a moment later, almost as if he doesn't want me to see it.

      "It seems so." Is that a good thing?

      "I look forward to seeing what you achieve once you're our apprentice," he says, turning on his heels in a clear signal that the conversation is over.

      "I'm sorry, High Priest," I call out. "But what am I supposed to do now? No one's told me."

      "You can do whatever you want," Ahmose responds. "Until the new week, your time is your own. You can wait for your friends to finish the ceremony and celebrate with them, or you can return home. The choice is yours."

      Oh. That's somewhat anticlimactic.

      The High Priest leaves me alone with my new jackal. I look down at her, but only get a quizzical expression in response. I'm sure I'll learn more about her facial cues as I get to know her better, but for now, Matia is a mystery to me.

      I glance around the room to see if there's a lead or something similar for Matia. I'm not sure whether I need to have her on one, or how wild she's going to be. So far, she's seemed fairly docile, but I'm not sure if that'll last.

      Unfortunately, there doesn't seem to be anything.

      "You're just going to have to behave," I tell her.

      She makes a soft yipping sound. It's almost like agreement, but it really is impossible to tell.

      "We're going to go outside and wait for my friend to finish with the ceremony," I say. "After that, we'll go home." And break it to Mum that I'm not going to be serving Isis.

      The corridors are deserted, no doubt everyone is still in the hall, unless there's been another Blessed, but it's impossible to know without being inside the room. Hopefully, Neffie will be done soon so she can fill me in.

      Matia trots along beside me, seemingly happy to follow. It's going to make things easier if she behaves this way.

      The moment the cold air hits me, I remember I don't have a coat and it's probably a terrible idea to be outside without one. But it's too late. Especially as I've been told I need to leave.

      I glance at the temple door, wondering whether I should leave Neffie to it and just go home, but I push the thought aside fairly quickly. She'll kill me if we leave without filling one another in on everything that's gone on. And I'm sure she'll want to meet Matia.

      As if by instinct, I reach down and scratch behind the jackal's ears. She pushes her head against my hand, urging me to do it more. It feels so natural to be like this with her, which is odd as I've never had a pet before. I guess that's going to change now.

      Excited voices sound from the temple, making me stand bolt-upright. I don't want to be caught slouching by the wrong person.

      A crowd of teenagers streams through the door. I scan their faces, searching for my best friend. Many of the others appear to be excited, but there are some people who seem as if they're heartbroken, and others who seem more bored than anything else.

      It's an interesting mix.

      "Ani!" a familiar voice shouts.

      I turn to find Neffie running towards me, her hand tightly gripped against the linen of her skirt so she can hurry over to me. She throws her arms around me and I hug her back, laughing ever so slightly. I don't even need to ask to know that she's been assigned to serve Bastet. If she hadn't, she’d be in absolute tears right now.

      "Good news?" I ask as she pulls away from me, just to be sure I've read the situation right.

      She nods eagerly. "You're looking at one of the newest apprentice priestesses of Bastet."

      "Congratulations." I grin widely. This has been her dream for so long, I'm glad she gets to live it.

      "Thank you."

      "What happened after I left?" I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me. I'm never going to attend another Day of Choosing again, this is it for me. For all of us. And I missed the main part of it.

      "Nothing really interesting," she admitted. "A few more Blessed, but none as surprising as you."

      I nod. It isn't unexpected, there are so many gods, and most of them choose their Blessed this way.

      "And then they made us line up and gave each of us a scroll with our assignment in it." She lifts her left hand, and sure enough, she's holding one. I glance past her at the others and notice most of them are holding one too. "But that's not what I want to be talking about. I need to know what happened to you. Are you going to serve Anubis?"

      "Yes."

      She squeaks and jumps up and down on the spot. "You've always wanted that."

      "I haven't." I glance away so she can't tell I'm lying.

      "Pfft. Please. I have eyes, Ani. I see how you look at the temple every time you pass."

      "Okay, fine. It is what I wanted."

      "I knew it." A smug note enters her voice. "And the jackal?" She looks past me to where my new companion is waiting surprisingly calmly.

      "Is now my responsibility. She's called Matia."

      "Hello." She reaches out a hand.

      The jackal watches her warily before trotting forward and pushing her head into Neffie's hand.

      "She seems to like me," Neffie says.

      "As far as I can tell, she's friendly to everyone." Though considering how few people I've come across so far, it's hard to know for sure. "But I know nothing about keeping sacred animals."

      "I guess it's time to learn," she responds. "I expect to get lots of messages about her antics."

      A soft laugh escapes me. "Do you really think I'd deny you them?"

      "Not at all. But that can wait until tomorrow. We should go out and celebrate."

      "Yes, we should," I agree. "What did you have in mind?"

      "We could head to the wine bar we've been meaning to go to?" she suggests.

      "Oh, that's a great idea." We've been meaning to go for a while, but never seem to have the time.

      "Then that's settled." She slips her arm through mine. "Will Matia just follow?"

      I shrug. "As far as I know." I guess we'll see what happens. I wish they'd given me more guidance on what to do with her, especially when she's a sacred animal straight from the temple of Anubis.

      We set off, both of us full of excitement about the start to our careers. I feel like the whole world is open to us now.

      "We need to go via my house though, I don't have any money on me," I say.

      She groans. "I wish they'd let us bring a handful of debens with us, it'd make everything so much easier."

      "Even lockers to put a bag in would help."

      "True. If we're going via your house, I want to raid your wardrobe for some comfier clothes. I hate this." She gestures to her dress.

      "You know you're going to have to wear this kind of thing more once you're a priestess?"

      Neffie groans. "Even more reason to make the most of the time I have left where I don't have to. You're lucky you'll get to wear comfortable clothes."

      "Only while up to my neck in dead bodies. I'll still be wearing dresses for formal occasions." I think. There aren't many priestesses of Anubis to base my knowledge on. And none of them are in London.

      "Hmm. True. I'll take the formal wear over dead people any day."

      "And that's why you're more suited to Bastet than Anubis. But we should get a move on or everyone else is going to drink all the wine before we get there."

      For the first time in weeks, I feel light and hopeful. I don't think I realised how much the upcoming Day of Choosing was affecting me. But now it's over and we get to enjoy our last few days of freedom before starting our training. And I'm going to make the most of it.
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      Matia trots along beside me as I make my way to the entrance of the temple. Huge statues of Anubis tower above each side of the gate, making it obvious to everyone who is worshipped within.

      After years of simply staring at them whenever I walk past, I finally get a chance to find out what the inside looks like.

      Excitement and nerves war for dominance inside me. Being Blessed gets me here, but that's it. Being the only priestess in a temple full of priests is going to be hard. At least with Matia by my side, I don't have to do it alone.

      I clutch my bag tightly, trying not to think about how much can go wrong. It's weird not to have much with me, but my day-to-day clothing will be provided by the temple, and I won't have much space so have only brought a few of my belongings from home. The rest will stay in my childhood room until I move up the ranks and gain more space in my living quarters. Or something like that.

      A straight ceremonial path stretches from the entrance to the back wall and a smaller gate which leads to the Thames and Anubis Quay. Sphinxes flank each side of the path, with a few barque stations dotted alongside them for when the priests need to rest during their processionals.

      Priests and civilian workers for the temple are already going about their day, some of them are hurrying to other parts of the temple, and others are carrying heavy-looking boxes.

      Thankfully, the sun has decided to make an appearance today, so I don't have to battle with that as well as trying to find the living quarters. The information sent over along with a few days worth of supplies for Matia told me to head towards the back of the temple, but considering how big the grounds are, that's not actually much help.

      I take a deep breath and continue down the path. I scan each of the buildings as I pass, grateful to discover that some of them are at least labelled with what they are. I suspect I'm going to be spending a lot of time in the mortuary near the front of the complex.

      Matia brushes against my legs, eager to be as close to me as possible. I never thought I'd be able to forge a bond with an animal as deeply and quickly as I have with her, and I'm glad to have her company as I continue on this new part of my life. Though a small part of me wishes Neffie could be here instead of at the temple of Bastet. But that's not fair of me. She's wanted this for so long, I wouldn't want to actually take it from her just so I can be more comfortable.

      I finally arrive at the building at the back of the compound. I pause for a moment, taking it in.

      My new home.

      It's plainer than the rest of the temple but is still a masterpiece of architecture and decoration.

      I take a deep breath.

      "This is it," I say to Matia, reaching down to pat her head. "We're going to be spending a lot of time here, I hope you like it."

      I wonder how it compares to where she used to live. Considering she's a sacred jackal, there's a good chance she's taking a step down by coming to live with me.

      No wonder she likes sleeping on the bed.

      I step through the entrance to find a portly priest with a tablet standing in the entrance hall.

      "Ankhesenamun?" he asks.

      "That's me." I don't worry about how he knows who I am. Considering I'm going to be the only female apprentice, it's fairly easy to work out.

      "You're in room sixty-four. You need to go up the stairs and to the left. Here's your key." He hands it to me.

      "Thanks." I slip it into my pocket.

      "You're expected in the mortuary in two hours. Your jackal isn't to attend," he continues.

      It makes sense. As much as it's a comfort to have Matia by my side, she's still an animal, I'm sure some of the fresher bodies probably smell good to her.

      "Is there anything else I need to know?" I ask the priest.

      "It'll all be covered in your briefing this afternoon," he responds. "So long as you attend that, you'll be fine." He flashes me a smile that seems genuine.

      "Thank you." I turn and head towards the stairs, taking them two at a time.

      Matia bounces up alongside me, with far more energy than I think I've ever had. Maybe one day I'll learn how she gets it so I can replicate it.

      I count down the doors until I come to the one with sixty-four written on it.

      I take a deep breath and slip the key into the lock. I have no idea what to expect on the inside.

      The room is smaller than the one I have at home, but not by much. A medium-sized bed is pushed against the wall. It's just about big enough for the two of us.

      Other than that, there's just the standard furniture. A large desk and an open wardrobe full of the standard attire for priests in the mortuary. I should make sure to hang up my formal dresses in there before they get too wrinkled in my bag.

      A simple black outfit is lying on the bed, which I assume is what I'm supposed to wear for the briefing.

      Matia trots inside and heads straight under the desk, sniffing loudly. That must be where her food is.

      I sit on the bed and stare at the wall, disbelief flooding through me. Despite the odds, I've actually managed to find myself in the temple belonging to Anubis. So long as I complete my training, I'm going to be one of his few priestesses. I know I shouldn't let that get to my head, but it's a little hard when everything is coming up in my favour.

      But despite that, I know it's going to take everything I have to keep up and do well.

      Something I'm determined to do.
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      I step inside the mortuary, my eyes widening at the incredible stench. I'm not sure what I expected, but it isn't this.

      None of the trainee priests are responding to it, so I stand up tall and pretend it's not bothering me. I suspect it's something I'll get used to the more time I spend around dead bodies.

      Maybe I should have gone into service for Isis after all. I doubt that would have involved dead people. But I know that's wrong. Not just because Anubis chose me, but because I've been working for this for years. I want to serve the dead, to help them through the process that means they can travel to the afterlife. The first time someone talked about it as a career, I knew it was exactly what I wanted to do.

      A balding priest steps into the room with a scribe trailing along behind him. I'm not sure what he's here for, but I imagine I'm going to find out.

      The priest clears his throat. "Good morning, welcome to your first day as apprentices. Aren't there supposed to be ten of you?"

      I glance around at my fellow students, counting their heads. Hmm. He's right, there is someone missing.

      "Never mind. By the time you become full priests, there won't be anyway." The man's gaze lingers on me, as if to make a point about me not belonging here.

      It's hard to ignore it. He's not wrong. There are only twenty priestesses of Anubis throughout the entire world, none of them are very high in the command structures, and most of them are from countries with smaller populations where they end up needing to take women in order to deal with the number of dead produced. Some of the other priesthoods can be pickier, but no matter how many priests Anubis has, the dead keep on coming.

      "You'll be spending your first few months in here. You'll learn to process the dead as they arrive and to perform the most basic funerary rites," the priest announces.

      "Does that mean we won't be making mummies?" a red-haired guy asks from the back.

      "Absolutely not. The traditional rites are reserved for the most elite visitors to the temple. They are carried out by highly trained professionals, of which you are not." The expression on the man's face says it all. He's not impressed that one of the new apprentices thinks they have what it takes to perform proper mummification.

      "So, what will we be doing?" the boy to the left of me asks. He can't possibly be eighteen with the baby face he's sporting.

      "At first, you'll be cleaning the embalming room and doing what the priests tell you. Then, you'll move on to embalming sacred animals and donated bodies..."

      I raise an eyebrow. Donated? I wonder if they know what's going to happen to them.

      The priest doesn't hear my silent question, which isn't a surprise. No one can read minds.

      "Once you have proved yourselves capable of the basics, you will move on to processing the bodies of those who have donated organs and other tissues in order to pay for their mummification, as well as dealing with those who choose natural mummification as an option," he continues.

      That's interesting. Mum has always talked about wanting a natural one, but I thought it was going to be hard to achieve given that we don't live anywhere near the desert. But if they're offering it at the temple, then there must be a way to do it.

      I can't wait to tell her.

      "All right, this is Hori," he says, gesturing for a younger man who barely looks ten years older than us. "He'll be your supervisor while you're working in this part of the temple."

      "Thank you." Hori steps in front of us and scans the nine of us.

      Before he can say anything else, the door clatters open and a guy I don't recognise saunters in and comes to join us without a word of an apology.

      "You're late," Hori says.

      "I had a meeting with my father," the new apprentice replies, more than a small hint of arrogance in his tone. "You might know him, High Priest Ahmose."

      Collective groans come from my fellow students. I simply glare at the newcomer. No wonder he's an arrogant ass if he's the son of the High Priest. That shouldn't get him any special treatment in my scroll, but I don't think that's how it's going to work in reality. No one ever said the temples were nepotism free.

      "Don't be late again," Hori responds without seeming the slightest bit impressed. I like him already. "Being part of the priesthood is hard work. If you don't want that, then you'd better leave now."

      Unsurprisingly, no one moves.

      "Very well. My notes say that one of you is Blessed. Who is it?" His gaze flits right over me and lands on the High Priest's son.

      I clear my throat. "That's me."

      Suddenly, I'm the centre of attention. Even more so than I was on the Day of Choosing when my jackal walked up to me. I miss her companionship already, but unsurprisingly, I'm not allowed to bring a scavenger into a place filled with dead bodies, so she's safely back in my room doing whatever jackals do when they're alone.

      In Hori's defence, he barely skips a beat after learning I'm the one Anubis chose. "Don't expect any special treatment because of it. Being Blessed may have gotten you into the temple, but it doesn't change anything now you're here. That goes for the rest of you too. I expect everyone to put in the work, or you'll find yourselves back in your parents' homes before the end of the day. Does anyone have a problem with that?"

      We all mutter agreement. I certainly have every intention of working as hard as I can. I know it's going to be harder for me. Not just because I'm female, but also because I'm Blessed. I know it's going to mean I'm scrutinised more and every success will be put down to Anubis' favour, while every mistake will throw up the question of why he picked me.

      I try not to think about it. I can either drive myself crazy trying to meet everyone's expectations, or I can focus on trying my best and learning as much as I can. I know which of the two is going to get the biggest result.

      "If you follow me, I'll take you on a tour of the mortuary," Hori says, gesturing further inside the building.

      The High Priest's son barges his way to the front, with the rest of us following behind. Maybe if I get nervous about proving myself, I should focus my efforts on making sure he isn't at the top of the class.

      "We're going to start with the easiest on the stomach," Hori says with a slight smile. "These are the storerooms. While you're in the first part of your training, you'll probably find yourselves in here a lot."

      We follow him into a huge room filled with containers.

      "What's inside them?" one of the others asks.

      Hori heads towards the closest one and pushes the lid off. Small figurines of a mummified Osiris, complete with crossed arms holding a miniature crook and flail, sit within, each well-carved but identical.

      "These are amulets placed on the body during the embalming process. Which figurines and the number given depend on what package the family has ordered," Hori says. "You'll each have to learn what and where the amulets are. You'll each be expected to study the introductory packs being delivered to your rooms tonight so you have some idea of what each of them is for."

      "Father says we were the first temple in Europe to start mass manufacture of amulets and statuettes for funeral purposes," the High Priest's son says.

      The expression on Hori's face says just how little he thinks of him. "Nikare is right. Though there were many temples that made these items in bulk, we are one of the first to switch the process over to mass manufacture. It means that we can offer more to the less advantaged clients and give them the burial they desire. Not all of our clients buy these from us. Despite them being the cheapest option on the market, some people prefer the personal touch and will either make amulets themselves or will commission a craftsman to do it."

      One of the apprentices raises their hand.

      "Yes..." Hori trails off, expecting him to supply his name.

      "Djou."

      "What's your question, Djou?" Hori asks.

      "Why do we allow them to do that? Isn't it better for the temple profits if we sell them the whole package including the amulets and figurines?" Djou wrings his hands together as if already regretting saying anything.

      "That's an excellent question. While we do need to make a profit in order to sustain the temple, our first duty is to serve Anubis and that means preparing people for the afterlife in the way they want. We should always respect the wishes of those who have passed and their families."

      Hori's words strike deeply within me. I think they're one of the reasons I've always felt so drawn to this place. People die. No matter how rich they are, or how loved, there's no escaping the end. But then we all have a chance of making it to Duat, passing through into the next life where everyone we love will be waiting. It's a comforting thought, and one I've always felt keenly within my soul.

      "All right, on to the next room," he announces.

      "Are the books of the dead in here too?" the ginger boy asks.

      "No, they're kept in the House of Life, you'll have passed it on your way here along with the sacred lake."

      Ah. That's what the building is.

      "Why are they in a different place?"

      Hori smiles. He seems impressed by the questions so far. "It's partly due to tradition, and partly because of the skills needed. The scribes wouldn't be any good at the embalming process, and the embalmers wouldn't know where to start when it came to sacred text preparation. By keeping the two disciplines separate, everyone can focus on what's important."

      I imagine the scribes not liking the smell of the mortuary is also part of it. I hope we don't have to deal with a lot of visitors because it is not nice.

      We file after Hori as he points out the features of the rest of the building. The offices aren't particularly interesting, with a similar layout to just about every other office I've ever seen.

      But the mummification rooms are different. Hori doesn't show us the more specialised ones. I assume we have to work our way up to those ones.

      The main room stretches the entire length of the building, with close to a hundred workbenches. Not all of them have a body on them, but I imagine there are times when they do. Priests run back and forth dealing with things I don't yet understand.

      "You'll be spending the first part of your training in this room," Hori says, gesturing around.

      The apprentice I now know as Djou turns a slight shade of grey as he studies the scene in front of us. I'm not sure if it's the smell, the sight of one of the priests with his hands in a man's stomach, or the bloodstains littering the floor, but something isn't sitting well with him.

      "If you want to step outside, I'll cover for you," I whisper.

      He flashes me an uneasy smile. "Thanks, but I'll be okay."

      I nod, not wanting to push it any further. At least he knows my offer is there. I turn my attention back to Hori who is still talking about his expectations for the ten of us.

      "You'll be doing odd tasks that the priests assign to you, whether that's clearing the floor, disposing of unwanted debris, or fetching amulets. Once you're cleared to start working on the bodies themselves, you'll be transferred to one of the smaller rooms where you'll work on animals, and later on humans. The process is going to be strenuous. We do not allow tardiness and you are expected to put in the work needed. No matter who you are, or how you got here."

      Nikare looks over his shoulder and grins at me, as if assuming Hori is talking about me with that statement. But from the expression on our supervisor's face and the direction he's looking in, I suspect the words were aimed at Nikare himself.

      It doesn't matter what he thinks. I'm going to prove I'm worthy of my position to everyone here.
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