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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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      Creator Of The Curse

      With the audit from Ma'at's Temple underway, priests and workers at the London Temple of Anubis, and other temples around the British Isles, are being fired in greater numbers than either Ani or Nik suspected. With hiring and promotions frozen while the audit is taking place, the temple becomes severely understaffed, with junior priests having to take on more responsibility than they've had before, and continually getting called away to other jobs.

      After Ani finds herself exhausted from having to use her Blessed Sense to do too many funerals a day, and Nik finds the same from constantly being assigned the worst jobs in retaliation for his father's role in the temple falling apart, she speaks with Hori and they end up reassigned to the House of Life where they have some time to recharge. During the conversation, Ani asks Hori if he's planning on running for High Priest, and promises her support if he does. He warns her that she shouldn't pledge her allegiance so easily and that she'll hold a lot of sway in the upcoming elections for High Priest.

      Ani soon finds herself pulled from the House of Life and set to organise a funeral for a family who don't want anyone else to do it. Despite being out of her depth and overworked, she throws herself into the situation and does her best, though she finds working with the family difficult.

      Ani's Mum visits the temple and tells her that she should leave both the temple and Nik, something that Ani is particularly annoyed about. She sends her Mum away and she has a conversation with Nik where they talk about why they would stay at the temple.

      After several days of overwhelming paperwork, Ani ends up talking to Hori about how much the temple is struggling. He convinces the Temple of Ma'at to make a change and allow some of the priests from other London temples to transfer to the main one while the audit is happening, bringing more work with them, but also more additions to the team. He also asks Nik if he'll work as Ani's assistant, to which he agrees. Ani is concerned that Nik being her assistant will harm their relationship but he reassures her, pointing out that he's always been aware that she outranked him. Ani isn't so sure, but is relieved to be working with him.

      Ani heads outside the temple to a meeting at the Temple of Nephthys, where she runs into an old friend who flirts with a startled Nik and asks him on a date before she realises he and Ani are together, something that Ani found particularly amusing.

      With the funeral complete, Ani feels a sense of relief that it's over, and a certainty that she doesn't want to work in a public-facing role. Hori announces that the audit is over and that promotions are going to be coming out quickly, followed by new hires. All of the junior priests are promoted to full priests, though Hori promises Ani that she'll be getting another one soon. He also gives Nik a secondary promotion where he'll officially work as Ani's assistant when she has need of one, but warns the two of them not to abuse the fact he'll be paid more when he's acting in that capacity.

      The High Priest nominations will last a month, at which point the election campaigns can begin.

      If you want to read the What Happened Before for books 1-5, you can on my website: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-apprentice.html
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      "Why is there always so much paperwork?" I mutter, gaining an inquisitive look from Matia sitting by the hearth. She decides I'm not talking to her and sets her head back down on her paws.

      I check over the inventory before completing a couple of order forms and putting them in my out tray.

      This is not what I signed up for.

      The door to my office creaks open and I look up. I'm not expecting Nik to stop by for another hour or so, after he's finished working in the mortuary, but maybe he's got away early.

      My shoulders slump as I recognise Hori standing in the doorway.

      "You don't have to look so disappointed to see me," he jokes, seeming a lot more at ease than he has in the past few months. The lifting of Ma'at's audit has done a lot of good for the morale around the temple, and only partly because we're allowed to hire people again, something that's helped a lot.

      "Sorry."

      He shrugs. "No worries." He sits down in the seat opposite my desk.

      It's weird to be in this position, with the man who is still my supervisor sitting in my office and not demanding I come to him. I push the thoughts aside. That's only going to be the case for now. I have to get used to the idea of not seeing him as a superior, especially when my Blessed status will end up removing me from the temple hierarchy. I'll just have to deal with my status amongst the other Blessed.

      Not that I have any idea what that will be. The only other one of Anubis' Blessed that I've met is Khafre.

      "How can I help?" I ask. "Please tell me it's not another funeral."

      Hori chuckles. "You should be done with those if you want to be."

      "I do. I know I should want to do something fancy for the temple, but I miss the mortuary."

      "I thought you might."

      "Is there no chance I can transfer back?" Having my own office is kind of fun, but I hate the work that comes with it.

      "Not right now," he admits. "We're training some of the scribes to do the paperwork, and seeing which of them can be ordained into the priesthood, but it's going to take some time."

      "And until then, you need to keep me doing this because I know how," I say, trying not to let my exasperation shine through my words.

      "Pretty much."

      "Okay. I'll stop asking to transfer back." Even if it means I don't get to spend my days with my friends or Nik.

      He raises an eyebrow. "I expected that to be harder."

      "You shouldn't. I'll always do my duty by the temple."

      "Mmm. Speaking of, when it's time, I don't think you should transfer back to the mortuary."

      "You don't?" My voice squeaks a little as I think about the idea of never preparing the dead again. I understand that not everyone would want to do the job, but to me, it's the part that makes the most sense and makes me feel the most connected to the god I serve.

      "If it's what you really want, then naturally I won't stand in your way. But hear me out and think about it before you decide properly."

      I nod. "Okay, I'm listening." I lean back in my seat and try not to jump to any conclusions about what he's about to suggest.

      "I'm going to suggest that you go to the traditional mummification rooms and train there," he says. "I understand that you feel like your calling is working with the dead, and we want to respect that, but we also have to consider the optics of how having someone Blessed looks in the temple. While you were training with the other apprentices, it wasn't a problem, but everyone at the temple is used to your presence, and you've had to use your Blessed status to the outside world too. We can't have you working in the most basic field."

      "I see." I take a deep breath. "That doesn't seem fair to the others I trained with."

      "You're Blessed, Ani. Your path through the temple was never going to be fair to those around you."

      "Nik's said that before."

      "He's right," Hori responds. "But if it helps with your decision, you should know that you're not the only one from your class of apprentices who will be graduating to their specialisation so soon. I'll be speaking with Ibi later today to see if he wishes to transfer to the funeral planning department. The only reason I'm not speaking with Nik or the others is that they haven't made their wishes clear yet."

      "Oh." That does make me feel a bit better. I suppose I'm not the only one who had a crash course in the responsibilities of the temple in the past few months. I've just spent so much time away from the others that I'm slightly out of the loop about what's going on with them.

      "Anyway, just something to think about. But not actually why I came to see you."

      My eyes widen. "There's something more than that?"

      "High Priest nominations close tomorrow," he says.

      Relief crashes through me that this isn't about me. "And you want to know if you still have my support?"

      "You've made it crystal clear that I do," he responds. "And I'm grateful for that. But no, this isn't about your political support. I wanted to prepare you for what's going to happen next."

      I frown. "Why aren't you talking to everyone else about that too?"

      Hori sighs. "I wish your Blessed mentor was here," he mutters.

      "I feel like I'm missing something." And I can't say I like the feeling.

      "Whenever there's a High Priest election, a Blessed has to preside."

      Understanding and horror dawn on me at the same time. "You want me to preside over the election?"

      "It's not so much about want, it's that you're what we've got."

      "I'm barely a priestess."

      "You're fully ordained, Ani. You're not even a junior priestess anymore."

      "Yes, but that's only because of the circumstances." Is he seriously expecting me to do this? I know I'm the only Blessed in the British Isles, but surely they can ask one of the Blessed in Europe to come over and take my place.

      Preferably someone with a lot more experience than I have.

      Well, preferably Khafre, so it's also someone I can trust. Though that is in part motivated by the fact I miss my Blessed teacher's steady presence and willingness to answer my questions.

      "The election is only happening because of the circumstances," Hori points out. "Technically, they're even circumstances of your own making."

      I sigh, seeing his point. "Why does it have to be overseen by a Blessed?"

      "Because Blessed can't vote."

      I blink a few times as his words sink in. "I can't vote?" Somehow, that piece of information has completely passed me by.

      "None of the Blessed can."

      "That doesn't seem fair."

      "Maybe not, but that's how it is. But you still get a chance to influence things."

      "By publicly supporting my candidate of choice?" I ask.

      "Precisely."

      "But how does that work? If I'm the one presiding over the election, surely I'm not supposed to let my thoughts known? If I support you, and you win, won't people suspect I've rigged the vote?"

      "You don't oversee that part," he assures me. "Simply the ceremonial aspects."

      "Well, that's something at least. Please tell me there's a manual of some kind where I can find out exactly what I'm supposed to do?" Because I know this isn't going to be straightforward.

      "There is. I've sent it to you already."

      "Ah, I haven't checked my messages yet."

      "You might want to forward it to Nik too."

      I frown. "Do you think I'll need an assistant for this?"

      "You probably don't need one to actually do what you need to, but that doesn't mean that you shouldn't have one. Remember that this is about appearances."

      I raise an eyebrow. "For me, or for Nik?"

      Hori chuckles. "He wasted no time telling you then."

      "That you think it would be beneficial for him to make sure people think of him as aligned with me and not his father? I'm surprised you were so blunt about it."

      "Nik is a promising priest, with a good career ahead of him. It's within the temple's interests that he isn't treated like a pariah because he happens to be related to someone who was a bad priest. Luckily for Nik, if there's one thing that'll trump people obsessing over his father being the first High Priest in London to get fired in three hundred years, it's..."

      "The fact that his girlfriend is the only living Anubis Blessed priestess," I finish for him.

      "Precisely." He pauses. "Do you know if Nik has any ambitions of being High Priest someday?"

      "That's a question you should ask him, not me."

      "So you do know." He nods to himself.

      "I know how he currently feels about it, yes. But it's not my place to say." And Hori should never have asked me to.

      "No, I suppose it's not." He sighs. "I have to admit that Nik is the enigma of your year of apprentices. I think I could have a decent guess about where each of you will end up, but with him, I have nothing."

      I bite my bottom lip, trying to decide whether to ask him the question on my mind. "Do you think I'm holding him back?"

      "No."

      I'm too surprised by his answer to avoid letting my response show on my face.

      "Not what you expected me to say?" Hori asks.

      "I guess I just expected you to think that I was while he's acting as my assistant and doing everything one step behind me."

      "Nik is well aware of what he's doing, Ani. Do you remember what he was like when he first arrived?"

      I chuckle at the memory. "He was really annoying."

      "Mmm, and his ego was in the way. That happens sometimes, and one of two things happen. Either those people end up fired because they're not as good as they think they are and end up making a bad mistake, or they meet someone who puts them in their place and they start to work hard and learn. There's a chance that if it wasn't you who did that for Nik, then it would have been someone else. He's worked harder, and more diligently since he met you, and gone from someone whose ego was in the way, to a conscientious priest who will always try and do the right thing."

      "Why are you telling me this?"

      "You asked. You may not feel like it yet, but you're no longer an apprentice. More than that, in some situations, you're Nik's boss. If he wasn't your boyfriend, you'd still be talking about his career, strengths, and weaknesses with me because it's pertinent to your job."

      "Oh." I hadn't thought about it like that.

      "Besides, I'm not telling you anything that I wouldn't say to Nik himself, and much of it he already knows. What he doesn't, I'm sure he will when he gets back to your rooms later."

      "I don't tell him everything," I murmur, though I'm reasonably sure that Hori knows it's a lie.

      "And as for your original question, I'm suggesting you have him there as your assistant for both of your sakes. It will look good for you to have an assistant with you, and it will do Nik good to be seen that way. Think of it as one of those situations where everybody wins."

      "I do like those kinds. They feel like they've been few and far between in the past few months."

      Hori chuckles. "I'll let you know how I feel about that when the elections are over."

      "What are your chances of winning?" I ask.

      "On my own, fairly reasonable," he responds. "Many of the senior staff lost their jobs, which takes away both support and the people who might have run for High Priest themselves. That means that the new priests have a lot more sway than normal. That's in my favour as I've dealt with more of them over the years."

      I nod, seeing the sense in what he's saying.

      "With your support, I suspect my chances go from reasonable to good," he says frankly. "Those who don't know who they would vote for otherwise may follow your lead, and others who have overlooked me in the past could also be swayed."

      "Not if they don't like me."

      "This isn't about who likes you, Ani. This is about who respects you, and those are two very different things."

      A small part of me wants to protest and say that I want people to like me more, but deep down, I think I know that's not true.

      "Anyway, look over the information and let me know if you have any questions," Hori says.

      "Thanks for explaining it," I respond. "And let me know what you need me to do for the campaign period."

      Hori's lips quirk up into a smile. "All you have to do is deal with the masses."

      "Hmm, that easy?"

      "More like that difficult. Remember how much you hated dealing with the family for that funeral?"

      I nod, trying not to think about it too much lest I get annoyed at them all over again.

      "You're going to hate this even more. Every priest in the temple is going to want to know what you think."

      I let out a small groan. "Can I be sent to York again?" I mutter.

      "They're holding elections there too."

      "Please tell me I'm not going to have to go around the country and oversee all of them?" I can think of nothing worse.

      "No. This one is different because whoever becomes High Priest will be High Priest of the entire country. The others can request a Blessed to run their elections, but only if there isn't a greater election going on."

      "Finally some good news."

      "I'll see you later, Ani." He gets to his feet and heads to the door.

      I sigh and pick up my tablet, navigating to my messages so I can open the one he's sent me.

      The door creaks again and I look up, expecting Hori to have turned back around because he forgot to tell me something else.

      "Dare I ask what else you want?" I ask, not looking up from my tablet.

      "Evening, Ani, I love you too," Nik says, drawing my attention away.

      "Sorry, I thought you were Hori."

      "Mmm, I just saw him leave. Everything okay?" Matia bounces up from her seat and heads over to him for scratches.

      "I'll tell you about it over dinner. But it turns out this election is going to be a lot more work than I thought it was." And even that might be an understatement.
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      I stare at the pristine white dress waiting on my bed and let out a loud sigh. I hate wearing formal wear almost as much as I hate the idea of standing in front of the entire temple and announcing the candidates for High Priest.

      In theory, the job sounds fairly straightforward, and I'm reasonably sure it won't go wrong, but there's a large part of me that questions why anyone would want to listen to a twenty-year-old priestess with very little temple experience.

      I wish Khafre was here. I'd even take one of the other European Blessed priests in his place. I may not have met them before, but they'll know more about this situation than I do.

      Then again, very few temples have had their High Priest get fired, and even fewer have lost this amount of high-ranking staff at the same time.

      I let out a loud sigh just as the scampering sound of Matia's claws against the floor.

      "If it helps, I think you'll look beautiful in the dress." Nik's voice sends my heart fluttering despite the fact I hear it every day.

      "You think I look beautiful in everything," I counter.

      "Not true. I conceded that you don't look great in the protective equipment from the traditional mummification floor."

      "No one looks good in that," I remind him.

      "And yet you're going to have to wear it daily from next week."

      I frown, unsure what he's talking about. "I am?"

      "Ah, guessing you haven't seen Hori's latest scheduling message."

      I shake my head. "I've been busy prepping for today," I admit. "It’s been hard to focus on much else."

      "Ah, fair. Well, you've been scheduled for the traditional mummification rooms," he says.

      "I have?" Hope sings through my voice, catching Matia's attention. She cocks her head to the side and studies me as if waiting for me to say more to her.

      Nik nods. "You sound like you knew about it."

      "I asked Hori to transfer me back to the mortuary, but he said no."

      "He did?"

      "Something about the way things look, you know what he's like."

      Nik chuckles. "He does seem very focused on our image."

      "Something you should be glad of. Not all of the High Priest candidates will be so willing to work with the son of the last one."

      He grimaces. "Yeah, fair point."

      "Will he do anything today?"

      "Hori?"

      "Your Father," I correct.

      "Oh. No, I don't think so. I suspect he's off somewhere licking his wounds and telling everyone within earshot that he was wrongly fired."

      I let out a snort of disgust before realising I should probably be more careful. "Sorry," I mutter.

      "Don't be." His face darkens, reminding me of all the pain that's going on behind this. Not only did our former High Priest go against his vows to Anubis and the temple, but he's been ignoring Nik ever since he left.

      "You still haven't heard from him?"

      Nik shakes his head. "Not a word. I suspect he's angry with me for staying at the temple when he was fired."

      "Or he's figured out this was all our fault."

      A small smile quirks at his lips. "I don't think so. That would involve believing that I'm competent and that you'd do anything for me."

      "I would do anything for you," I point out, stepping closer and placing a comforting hand on his chest.

      He covers it with his own and meets my gaze. "I know that. And I suspect most people in the temple do too, but I don't think Father thinks I'm valuable enough for him to believe it."

      "Then he's a fool."

      "There's no doubt about that," Nik agrees, then lets out a loud sigh. "You need to put your dress on or you're going to be late. You have a meeting with Hori in about five minutes to run through what's going to happen."

      "You're not coming with me to that?"

      "No, I have other things to prepare for the ceremony."

      "How do you know all this?" I ask, a little frustrated by my own cluelessness.

      "Because I check my messages. And most of your itinerary is coming through me now I'm your assistant."

      "Right." It's still weird and taking some getting used to, even if I know that it is good for him to be seen that way. I think I find it strange because I know that's not the only reason. I just hope working in this capacity isn't going to damage Nik's potential career within the temple.

      "But enough about that, you need to get dressed," he says sternly.

      "Eurgh, fine. Turn around?"

      He frowns but then does as I ask. "I have so many questions," he mutters.

      "Like?"

      "You realise I've seen you naked, right?"

      I let out a small laugh as I strip off my comfortable clothing. "That hadn't escaped my notice." I pick up the dress and slip it over my head. "All right, you're good to look."

      Nik lets out a small chuckle. "You're bunched up here." He steps forward and sorts out part of my dress for me.

      "Thanks. I hate wearing this."

      "You could get yourself a new dress," he suggests. "Something that suits you better. And before you say that it's a waste of money, keep in mind that you're going to have more formal events to go to now."

      I sigh. "I hate it when you're right."

      "No, you don't."

      A bemused smile lifts at my lips. "Will you hand me my collar?" I fuss with the neckline of my dress, thankful that it's going to be covered by the collar once I put it on. He's right about me having to attend more formal functions, and the constant physicalness of our job has toned me in a way I wasn't when I bought this, making it fit badly now.

      I'll have to ask Neffie where she gets her dresses from now, she always looks good, and I trust her judgement.

      Nik heads over to the chest where I store my jewels and opens it, picking up my collar. "Is this the one you want?"

      I nod. "And the bracers to match."

      He nods and collects them, pausing for a moment and frowning down at the chest.

      "What is it? Please don't tell me one of the jewels has fallen out, I don't have time to replace it right now."

      "It's okay, I was just wondering whether you wanted these ones or the other set in here."

      "Which other set? I only have one." I ask without thinking, remembering only a second too late what he's talking about. "They're the jewels Ramesses gifted me," I admit, hating every moment of it.

      "Ah. I see." A weird expression crosses his face, just like it does whenever the prince is mentioned.

      "I know they're better jewels, but I just can't bring myself to wear them. Maybe if I was at some really important function where it mattered that I had jewels from the royal family on, but not for anything here." Even if I had a function where I thought they'd be useful, I don't think I'd be able to bring myself to actually wear them. They represent everything that was wrong with what happened between me and Ramesses, right down to the fact that he didn't ever fully care about who I was beyond my title.

      I banish him from my thoughts. He's not worth my time. Every minute I spend thinking about Ramesses is a minute he's won from me, and I'm determined not to give him any more than I have to.

      Nik sets my bracers down on my bed and gestures for me to turn around. I do as he says and he helps me put the collar in place, tying it with deft fingers like he's done every other time he's helped me with this. His touch is all I need for even the trace of thoughts about Ramesses to leave.

      "Do you think you should upgrade your jewels too, if you're going to be doing more things like this?" Nik asks.

      I sigh and pick up one of the bracers, slipping it into place. "I don't know. Even with the increased functions, I don't feel like I wear them very much. It seems like a real waste."

      "Did you before you came here?"

      I frown. "No, I suppose I didn't have much use for them then either. Other than hair beads. I used to wear those a lot more."

      "I'm going to have to get you better ones, aren't I?" he asks, reaching out to touch the plaits framing my face.

      "No. These ones are perfect."

      "They could be better quality..."

      "Nik," I say softly, gaining his attention. I reach out and cup his cheek in my hand, meeting his gaze with mine so he can see how sincere I'm being when I say what I have to. "They can't be replaced, and they shouldn't be. So what if they're not as ornate as they could be, they're beautiful and they make me happy. Do you know what I think about when I wear them?"

      "I feel like you're about to tell me."

      I let out a small laugh. "You're right. I think about the day you gave them to me."

      "When we were ordained?"

      I narrow my eyes at him. "I can't tell if you're being obtuse on purpose or if you're genuinely not sure what I'm talking about."

      He chuckles. "I don't live in your head, Ani."

      "They make me remember when we kissed for the first time."

      "I believe it was the second."

      "All right, the first time we kissed because we wanted to, and not because you thought it was a good way to get out of trouble."

      "It was a good way to get out of trouble," he says, stepping closer to me and touching my waist so he can draw me to him. "And I can assure you, I very much wanted that kiss too."

      "Even if it caused trouble between us?" I ask.

      He raises an eyebrow. "Considering we sleep in the same bed most nights now, I don't really think you can count that as causing trouble between us."

      "It confused me a lot," I admit.

      "Because you realised I was more than just your friend?" His expression says how pleased he is about that turn of events.

      "Mmhmm."

      "I can't say I'll ever be sorry for that," he murmurs, leaning closer.

      Despite knowing I need to leave for my meeting with Hori and the following announcement for the candidates for High Priest, I find myself not caring.

      His lips brush against mine and I lean into his touch, enjoying that this moment is just for us, even if it can't last longer than that.
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      Hori waves to me as I approach the courtyard that leads to the peristyle court at the front of the temple. I plaster on a smile and make my way over to him, knowing that there's nothing that can be done about how apprehensive I feel about the whole situation. Matia trots along beside me, the glittering gold of her collar shining in the early morning sun. She doesn't seem to mind wearing it nearly as much as I do mine.

      "Morning, Ani," he says.

      "Morning." I run my finger along the edge of my collar, trying to make it sit more comfortably.

      "I thought you might want to meet your fellow Blessed before the ceremony starts," he says.

      I frown. "I thought you asked me to do it because I'm the only Blessed around?" If I'd known there was another option, perhaps I'd have turned it down.

      "Ah, I'm sorry, I meant the Ma'at Blessed."

      I blink a few times. "We're dealing with Ma'at's priests again?"

      He nods.

      "Isn't that going to cause some trust issues from our priests?" I ask.

      Hori gestures for me to fall in step beside him. "Perhaps. I did request that the temple sent a Blessed pair who didn't spend any time here during the audit just in case."

      "Smart." Though I'm not sure it's going to be enough.

      "But there's no way around them being here," he explains to me. "They're the ones that receive the votes."

      "Is that really necessary?"

      "It avoids coercion. At least in theory. if someone is voting for someone they don't want to because they feel like they have to, it shows to Ma'at's priests and they're asked to recast."

      I raise an eyebrow. "They can detect that?"

      "Either that, or the Temple of Ma'at has come up with the most elaborate scam in the Empire by having everyone use them during High Priest elections."

      "Do we have to use them, or are we allowed to do it without them?" I ask. "I know it wouldn't be wise to ignore Ma'at's Temple after the audit. But in the future..."

      "We could ignore them if we wanted to, but then the Temple of Ma'at could contest the appointment and we'd have to start all over again."

      I sigh. "It seems like they have a lot more power than anyone gives them credit for." And that's already a lot.

      Hori gestures for me to enter a small room, and I step inside, a serene smile on my face for whoever I meet inside.

      "Blessed Priestess Ankhesenamun," a familiar voice says. "It's a pleasure to see you."

      My eyes widen as I take in the pair of Blessed priests who acted as mine and Nik's liaisons before the audit started.

      It seems that Ma'at's Temple has followed Hori's request, but done it in a questionable way.

      "Blessed Priestess Taia," I respond with a nod of my head. "Blessed Priest Metjen."

      Hori raises an eyebrow. "I wasn't aware you knew one another."

      Oops.

      "Metjen and Nikare are old school friends," Taia lies smoothly. I suppose she can when she's the one who can sense others' untruths.

      "Ah." Something about Hori's expression suggests he doesn't believe her, and when he looks at me out of the corner of his eye, I'm certain of it.

      "Nik introduced me to them after we returned from York," I say.

      Understanding dawns in his eyes. "Well this is fortuitous as you'll be working together for the duration of the election," Hori says.

      "Yes." I give them a tight smile, trying not to think about the dozens of ways this could possibly go wrong. "Is there anything you need from us?"

      "I don't believe so, thank you. I'll send a message should that change once voting is underway," Taia says.

      "Excellent, thank you." I nod to them again and turn to leave, prompted by Hori leading the way.

      "Do I want to know?" he asks as soon as we're alone.

      "It's best that you don't. But I suspect you already do." I'm well aware that Hori has already worked out that Nik and I are the ones who caused the audit from Ma'at's temple in the first place.

      He chuckles. "Very well, in which case, I'll go and take my seat. Good luck, Ani."

      "Thanks." I'm going to need it if the nerves fluttering around within me are anything to go by. How have I ended up being the one who has to do this?

      I sigh and try to resist the urge to pace back and forth while I wait for the rest of the priesthood to gather.

      Someone clears their throat and I turn around to see Nik entering the courtyard. I let out a sigh of relief and head over to him, taking a moment to appreciate how good he looks in his formal wear.

      Matia bounces over to him and he ruffles the top of her head. A small smile spreads over my face despite my nerves. I love seeing the two of them together like this, something about it just feels so right.

      He straightens up and holds out a scroll of papyrus to me. "Okay, so here's the list of candidates. There are five in total."

      "This is fancy," I say, taking it from him.

      "What did you expect?"

      "Honestly, I have no idea. This isn't exactly something I ever imagined myself doing. I never really planned on being Blessed, I just wanted to serve Anubis." I sigh and look out at the crowd. "I don't know if I can do this."

      "Anubis believes you can," he responds.

      "I doubt he's thinking about me."

      "Then why would he have blessed you?"

      I don't have a response to that, especially when I realise he's probably right. Anubis blessed me, and this is part of what that means. I doubt this is going to be the only time in my life I have to do something like this. To some extent, I just have to get used to it, even if that's difficult.

      "Do you know anyone on the list?" Nik asks.

      "Huh, I didn't even think about looking at it." I unroll the papyrus and read the names on the list. "And...I recognise one of them."

      Nik chuckles. "Just Hori?"

      I nod. "At least that makes it easy for me to make my decision." Not that I had any doubts which candidate I was going to be behind. "Do you know any of the others?"

      "I know of two of them, but I'm going to spend this afternoon researching them all and seeing what I can find out."

      "Are you sure you have time for that?"

      He shrugs. "I'm your assistant, I'm pretty sure you can sign off on me doing it."

      "Oh, right." It's hard to get my head around the fact that his position as my assistant isn't a fake one. He's actually here to do everything I need him to, including researching the candidates for High Priest. It's a strange situation to be in, though from what Nik's said, I'm the only one who is actually struggling with it.

      "All right, they're ready for you," Nik says, glancing at his tablet.

      Blood drains from my face.

      He reaches out and takes my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. "Matia and I are going to be right there with you," he promises. "All you have to do is go out there and read the names and then say that voting is open, it's as simple as that."

      I nod but don't feel as reassured as I think he intends me to be.

      Nik brushes one of the plaits out of my face. "You're going to be fine."

      His belief in me helps and I take a deep breath.

      "Okay, let's get this over with." I turn and head out onto the spot at the front of the peristyle courts.

      I'm vaguely aware of Nik and Matia following me and try not to worry that people will find it ridiculous for me to have an assistant.

      I push the thought to the side. Hori is the one who suggested that I brought Nik along with me, and it's within his best interests for me to look credible and professional if I'm backing his campaign.

      Every priest in the temple falls silent as I take my place in front of them. Despite us still being a little understaffed after the audit, there are still a lot of people now staring at me and waiting for my announcement.

      I glance at Nik, and he gives me a slight nod in response.

      I clear my throat. "Good morning, everyone. It is my honour as the Blessed currently residing in the London Temple of Anubis to pronounce the elections for the position of High Priest officially open," I say, recalling the words I'm supposed to use. Slowly I unroll the papyrus, the crinkle of it sounding even louder than it should. "Your candidates to become High Priest of the London Temple of Anubis, and represent the temple for the British Isles, are Pawero of the Second Subsidiary London Temple, Woser of the Primary Birmingham Temple, Setau of the Primary Leeds Temple, Amenken of the Secondary Edinburgh Temple, and Hori of the Primary London Temple." My voice shakes as I say each of the names, and even without any information on who each of them is, I can guess from the reactions of the men in the front row. Though it doesn't escape my notice that Hori doesn't appear to be surprised. Perhaps he already guessed who he'd be up against.

      I hope Nik can find out some interesting information about them all. I doubt anything he finds will have the potential to change my mind about who I'm going to be supporting, but I would like to know what kind of men are vying for the top position within the temple.

      "Over the next few days, the candidates will speak here in the peristyle courts in order for you to get to know them and what they wish to achieve as the High Priest of this temple," I say, trying my best not to speak too quickly just so that I can get this over with. That wouldn't be a good impression on anyone. I take a deep breath. "That is all, if you have any questions about the election, please address them to your supervisor."

      With that, the whole crowd of priests begin to chatter.

      I step backwards until I'm in line with Nik, not wanting to turn.

      "Do you see Addaya's face?" he asks.

      I nod. "He doesn't look happy."

      "Do you think he expected you to read out his name?"

      I shrug. "I guess we'll never know." But considering he shares the same job title as Hori, I have to assume that's exactly what happened. But I don't think we'll ever know for sure, and he certainly isn't going to tell us.

      "We should go," Nik says. "We have plenty to do before your next engagement."

      I grimace. "Can you not say it like that?"

      His lips quirk up into a smile. "Out here I'm your assistant, Blessed Priestess Ankhesenamun, how else would I say it?"

      I narrow my eyes at him. "You can knock that off right now, Nikare."

      He simply laughs. "You're going to have to get used to it."

      "Maybe. But not from you." Satisfied that no one needs me, I turn to leave the courts. "So, what's next?"

      "You have about three hours until you have lunch with the candidates..."

      "Lunch?"

      "Lunch," he confirms. "Then you'll have several hours of paperwork to do."

      "I can't believe I'm saying this, but bring on the forms."

      He chuckles. "It's not going to be that bad."

      "Hmm." I'm not so sure. It feels like there's a good chance I could be begging Anubis to retract his blessing from me by the end of these elections.
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      I open the door to our flat and Matia rushes inside, racing around to check that every part of our home is the same as it was when we left this morning.

      The several boxes worth of items stacked outside my bedroom door confirms that nothing has changed and the gifts for doing my duty to the election are still an issue.

      "Hey, Ani," Hannu says from behind me, making me jump.

      "Hey."

      "You've had another package arrive," Hannu says, gesturing to a box sitting on our tiny kitchen side.

      I groan. "When will it end?"

      "I'm enjoying it," Ibi says, already eagerly unloading the contents of the box and spreading the delicacies across the counter. "You're all right if I unpack it, right?"

      I nod. "Just make sure you keep the label." At the very least, I want to know which of the candidates has sent me what.

      "There's some great stuff in here," he says. "I love this paté. Mum buys it when we have a feast, but says it's too expensive otherwise."

      "Where are we even going to keep it all?" I ask. "We don't have enough fridge space." Though at least this package is full of food, I feel the least guilty about those ones.

      "Oooh, you should mention that when you're around one of the candidates, maybe they'll buy us an extra one," Ibi says.

      "Don't even joke about that, did you see the chair that one of them sent?" I gesture to the uncomfortable-looking golden chair sitting in the middle of our living space. I don't even have the faintest idea what I'm going to do with it, or why a middle-aged man thought that it was the right present to send me.

      "Is that real gold?" Hannu asks, inspecting it closely.

      "I doubt it. I imagine the jewels are paste too." Though that's a guess. Surely the candidates for High Priest don't think that spending all this money on me could possibly end well for them?

      "Who even sent it to you?" Hannu asks.

      I grimace, knowing that I should have memorised this kind of thing, but I just can't seem to keep it in my head. "You'll have to ask Nik, he's keeping an inventory of all that stuff."

      "He's earning his keep as your assistant, then," Hannu jokes.

      I simply smile in response. There's no doubt that Nik is a good assistant, it's just weird that he is one in the first place. At least no one else seems to have taken offence at him taking on the role. Maybe they think I'm difficult to work with and don't want to be in that position with me.

      "Reckon I can get one of those?" Ibi asks. "I could use someone to follow me around and make me feel important."

      "That's not what Nik's doing," I murmur.

      "Isn't it?"

      I bite my bottom lip, trying to think of the best way to explain what's actually happening, but coming up with nothing. At least part of Ibi's statement is true, even if I don't want to be. A lot of what I'm doing at the moment is about how things look, and what people expect of me.

      That doesn't make it any easier to deal with, even if that's the truth.

      "You'll probably get an assistant of your own when you start running funerals," I say to Ibi.

      His eyes widen. "You know about that?"

      Oh. Oops. "Erm, Hori told me," I mumble.

      Hannu and Ibi exchange a look.

      "What?" I ask them.

      Hannu flashes me a reassuring smile. "Sometimes it's just easy to forget that you're more important than we are."

      "What? No, I'm..." I trail off and let out a loud sigh, dropping down onto the sofa. "This is weird." I slump down on the sofa, and Matia comes to sit with me instantly, settling her head on my knee and looking up at me with begging eyes. I'm surprised she's not trying her luck with Ibi considering he's the one who has the food.

      "What's weird?" Hannu asks, perching himself on the golden chair. He pulls a face and jumps back up. "Don't sit on that, it's not comfortable."

      I let out a dry chuckle, but ignore his comment about the chair. "All of it is weird. We all started at the temple at the same time, but now I'm supposed to be higher than you guys? It's just a strange thing to get used to." I'm not sure where the admission is coming from, normally this is the kind of thing I save to talk to Nik about, but he's out running errands, and apparently, I need to talk about it, and I've chosen my friends to do that with.

      Hannu shrugs. "That's not exactly news to us."

      I stroke the top of Matia's head and let out a loud sigh. "Which I guess makes it easier for you to deal with the fact I'm doing stuff like announcing the candidates for High Priest, but it doesn't make it easier for me."

      "All the gifts help," Ibi adds, pulling a stick of dried meat out of a packet and starting to chew on it. "Bah, these aren't great."

      "I think they're jackal treats," Hannu says, gesturing for the packet.

      Matia lifts her head the moment they start talking about treats and sniffs the air hopefully.

      Ibi holds out the treat for her, and she scrambles off the sofa, scratching me in the process.

      "Ow," I direct at the jackal, but she chooses to ignore me, instead chomping down on the treat Ibi gave her.

      The front door opens, and for one horrible moment, I think we're about to get another delivery of inappropriate gifts. Relief crashes through me as I realise it's just Nik.

      "Hey," I say.

      "Hi." He smiles at me in a way that I know he doesn't to anyone else. "Do I want to know what's going on here?"

      "Another box arrived and Ibi ate a jackal treat," I say.

      "Or a really bad meat stick," Ibi supplies.

      I wrinkle my nose. "Don't say it like that."

      He shrugs and continues searching through the box for something he does want to eat.

      "And Ani's freaking out about the fact she's more important than us," Hannu adds.

      "Hey! That's not quite what I said."

      "It wasn't not what you said either," Hannu counters.

      I frown, trying to work out if I've understood him right.

      Nik chuckles and sits down beside me, putting his arm around my shoulders. "You are more important than us."

      "I don't want to be," I mutter.

      "Not your choice."

      "Eurgh, then I hope one of you gets promoted to High Priest of Cairo one day, then you get to boss me around."

      Nik lets out an amused laugh. "My money is on Hannu."

      "Oh, mine too," Ibi says.

      Surprise flits across the other man's face.

      "I'd back Hannu as High Priest," I agree. "I think he'd make a good one."

      "You should be careful promising him that, Ani, he might hold you to it," Ibi responds.

      I shrug. "I know Hannu and have worked with him, that's always going to mean he gets my vote."

      "You don't have a vote," Nik points out.

      "Okay, well my hypothetical vote then. I can't believe I have to work this hard for an election I don't even get a say in."

      Nik snorts. "At least you're getting paid handsomely."

      I grimace. "You know I can't keep it."

      "You can't give it away either," Nik points out. "Though I meant your supplementary Blessed salary."

      "Eurgh. Can you message Djou and the others to come and eat some of the food at least? Then we're not the only ones to benefit?"

      "I'll message them," Ibi says.

      "Who sent the latest parcel?" Nik asks.

      Hannu picks up the label and turns it over. "Setau."

      Nik nods and pulls out his tablet, clicking on a few buttons and then entering the information. "Interesting," he mutters, rubbing his chin.

      "What is?"

      "Just what they're each sending," he responds.

      I shuffle closer and lean over his shoulder to get a look at the list of names and gifts. "Is it what you'd expect?"

      Nik shakes his head. "Setau is sending the least expensive gifts, but according to my research, he's the wealthiest of all the candidates."

      "And one who is responsible for the unsuitable monstrosity over there?" I ask, gesturing towards the chair.

      “That would be Pawero. According to my research, he's the youngest candidate other than Hori. Actually, his situation isn't dissimilar from Hori's either. He was in charge of the apprentices at the secondary London Temple, and his High Priest was fired during the audit."

      "Huh, interesting. What about the others?"

      "They're all higher ranking than either Hori or Pawero were before this. Woser is even currently the High Priest of the primary Birmingham temple."

      Hannu whistles. "He didn't get fired during the audit?"

      Nik shakes his head. "He's one of the two dozen High Priests who managed to retain his position."

      "So he's decided to try and become High Priest here and force elections in his own temple?" I ask. "That doesn't make him very favourable to me."

      "It's fairly normal," Nik responds. "Most of the time, I think you'd have most of the candidates already being High Priests and then one or two from lower down the ranks."

      "Suddenly having the former High Priest's son around is useful," Hannu quips.

      Nik's face falls and I reach out to put a comforting hand on his arm.

      Blood drains from Hannu’s face. "I'm sorry, Nik..."

      "Don't worry about it," Nik responds. "It's going to take a while before people forget that fact."

      "Maybe you should just marry Ani, that'd solve your problem," Ibi quips.

      I let out a strange garbled noise, gaining a weird look from Nik, though he seems mostly amused.

      "I think we should focus on getting all of this stuff properly labelled," Nik says, saving me from the rest of the conversation. Which is probably a good thing.

      But mostly because I don't want to put ideas in his head.

      Though knowing Nik, they're probably already there.
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