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            A BRIEF NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Apprentice Of Anubis series 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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            WHAT HAPPENED BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Death Of The Pharaoh

      Ani arrives in Egypt to help with the preparations for the mummification of the Pharaoh along with the other Anubis Blessed from across the Empire - 216 in total, including Khafre (Ani's Blessed Mentor) and his new apprentice, Sethos. With Nik still in London, Ani finds herself befriending another of Khafre's former apprentices, Hotep, and the two discover they have a lot in common.

      Ani is frustrated at the timing and not being able to go through with her plans of finding a house and marrying Nik, but does start referring to him as her fiancé, something he takes delight in when he arrives from London.

      Despite having a lot of responsibility in London, Ani soon discovers that she's the bottom of the ladder when it comes to hierarchy and is getting the jobs to match, much to her frustration. As soon as the Blessed Priests under 30 are assigned to the animal mortuary, she takes charge, much to the amusement and encouragement of Nik, Khafre, and Hotep.

      Khafre reveals that he thinks Nik has the Favour of Anubis due to the way Matia reacts around him. While it can't be confirmed without a test, the way Hotep's jackal, Cyno, acts around Nik only adds to the suspicions. Nik helps Hotep learn to read hieroglyphs.

      Ani receives a summons for dinner with Princess Iset, the heir to the throne, and worries about Prince Ramesses also being present as she hasn't seen him since she ended their arrangement during the events of Novice Of The Afterlife. The Princess seems to take a liking to Ani, asking her about the mummification of her father and showing Ani favour in the form of gifts and public interactions. Due to this, several of the other priests start treating Ani with more respect, and the High Blessed asks if she wishes to be on the rotation for watching over the Pharaoh during the embalming process, something that is rarely extended to priests in situations like Ani's.

      The events of Death Of The Pharaoh (and stretching into Procession Of The King) from Princess Iset's point of view, can be found in Crown Of Grief.

      If you want to read the What Happened Before for books 1-8, you can on my website: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-apprentice.html
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      The High Blessed may have made it sound like he was offering me an important opportunity by adding me to the rota to attend the Pharaoh during his mummification, but I'm starting to think it's a duff deal.

      I stifle a yawn, my whole body aching from a day in the mortuary and now an evening doing...well, I'm still not entirely sure what I'm doing. The Pharaoh is supposed to have a member of the Blessed with him at all times, but after the work is done for the day, that mostly seems to be a case of sitting and making sure no one interferes with the body. Which they're not going to do anyway with the number of guards the temple has.

      Matia stretches out and pushes her paws down her snout in a cute gesture that makes me melt, even if it's not entirely appropriate for the situation.

      The door opens and I sit up, trying to look more alert than I feel until I realise it's Nik. I relax back in my chair.

      Matia stops preening and jumps to her feet, rushing over to him for scratches. She sniffs at his pockets in a gesture that I know means she's after treats.

      "One second," he says to the jackal. "Then I'll give you all the fuss you want."

      He leans in and kisses me on the cheek before handing me a steaming mug of tea.

      "Thanks." I smile at him, wishing we were alone in our room instead of in the mortuary with the dead Pharaoh. "I thought you and Hotep had a hieroglyphics lesson? Not that I'm sad you're here or anything."

      He chuckles and sits on the floor so he can give Matia the fuss he promised.

      "We're done for the day. He has a date."

      I raise an eyebrow. "A date?"

      "He said something about the hot Blessed from Madrid and that he likes the accent."

      "I bet he did." I lean back in my seat.

      "I'm paraphrasing slightly," Nik admits as he ruffles Matia's head behind her ears. "I don't think the actual words he said were appropriate for a mortuary."

      "I'm sure I'll have heard you say worse."

      He snorts. "Highly unlikely, he made it very clear what the two of them were going to be doing."

      "He's playing with fire though. What if he has to work with him again?"

      Nik shrugs. "I guess that's not really that likely until Iset dies, and enough time will have passed that it won't be awkward. How often do Anubis Blessed even cross paths?"

      "No idea," I respond. "Until we came here, I'd only ever met Khafre." Though thankfully, my Blessed mentor has been doing a good job of introducing me to the right people. Or the people he deems to be the right people, which is certainly good enough as far as I'm concerned.

      I take a sip of my tea and let out a contented sigh.

      Nik looks up at me and smiles, making my heart flutter.

      "Thank you for this. I needed it," I say.

      "Because you're bored?"

      I glance at the prone body of the partially mummified Pharaoh. "Yes. I know it's an honour to be given a job like this, and that many of the other younger Blessed would love to be here..."

      "And probably hate you for being here."

      "Yes, and that," I agree. "But it's just sitting."

      "Would you prefer it if someone broke into the mortuary to steal the Pharaoh's amulets?"

      "What? No, of course not." I sigh and rub a hand over my face. "But I guess what's to stop someone doing that? I'm the only one assigned here for the next three hours, and after that, it'll be one of the other Blessed alone in the room. What's to stop any of us from stealing?"

      "Anubis? Having spent a lot of time around a Blessed Priestess, I can confirm that the approval of the gods is a good motive."

      "I guess?" I frown and lean back in my chair.

      "You're thinking."

      "I'm always thinking, it's part of living," I point out.

      "All right, you're having specific, interesting thoughts." He pulls a treat out of his pocket and hands it to Matia. The jackal takes it and starts chomping on it.

      "Just that it's weird to think everyone working here has Anubis' blessing."

      "Hmm, the jackals kind of gave that away." He leans over and gives Matia's bum a scratch.

      I finish my tea and set the cup down by the leg of my chair. "It's just that it doesn't really feel like everyone's working for the same results. Ever since we've gotten here, it's been about one person wanting one thing, and another wanting something else. No one seems to see eye-to-eye."

      "And what do you want, Blessed Priestess Ankhesenamun?"

      I wrinkle my nose. "Don't you start calling me that too."

      "It's who you are."

      I let out a frustrated sigh and rub my hand over my face. "I'd rather just be Ani."

      "You are to me." The way he looks at me makes it clear that there's truth in his words. "But you never told me your answer. What is it you want?"

      "To serve Anubis," I answer without skipping a beat.

      "I suspect that's what the others want too. They're just going about it in different ways. They're probably thinking the same thing about you."

      "Eurgh, how did you get so good at all this stuff?"

      He shrugs. "Not having many friends makes you really good at watching people."

      My heart aches for him, just as it always does when I remember how isolated he was growing up.

      "Have you looked at the wall carvings in here yet?" he asks.

      I let the change of subject slide, realising he probably doesn't want to dwell on how isolated he ended up being thanks to his father.

      "No."

      "Neither have I. We should take a look." He gets to his feet, earning a confused look from Matia in response.

      "Sure, but why?" I stand up too and slip my hand into his, enjoying the casual intimacy even if we shouldn't really be doing it in the mortuary. But it's not like we're doing any more than that, and from some of the rumours I've heard around both here and London, it's not that unusual for people to be caught doing things they shouldn't in the mortuary.

      "Because we might not get a chance to again," he responds, then looks at me. "Or maybe we will. You'll probably be back here within a year."

      "I hope not, I'd really like to spend some time at home."

      "At home the wall carvings will have your face on them."

      I let out a frustrated groan. "That's going to be finished by the time we get back, isn't it?"

      "You know it is. And Hori will be excited to show it to you."

      "I'd like to think Hori knows me better than that," I mutter, certain I'm right about the London Temple's High Priest.

      "He does." Nik stops at one of the inscriptions and lets out a small laugh.

      "What is it?"

      "The High Blessed had this name changed." He points to a section of the hieroglyphics.

      I squint to try and make out what he can see that makes him think that. I'm about to ask him to clarify when I see the chips where the wall has been smoothed over. "Maybe he didn't like his predecessor."

      Nik shrugs. "Probably common practice if this is one of the most important rooms in the temple. You'll have to do it when you become the High Blessed."

      "Ha-ha. I am not becoming the High Blessed."

      "At the rate you're going, you'll be High Blessed by the winter solstice."

      "Don't even joke about things like that."

      A twinkle of amusement enters his eyes as he looks at me. "Because you're worried the High Blessed will hear and decide he likes you even less?"

      "Because I don't want power," I remind him.

      "Except you kind of do."

      I blink at him a few times. "What? No. Don't even dare think it, Nikare."

      His grin widens at my use of his full name. "Hey, it's all good with me. I can go around telling people I'm the husband of the High Blessed of Anubis."

      "We're not married yet," I mutter.

      He turns and pulls me into his arms. "I know you don't want that kind of power, but you do want some. Otherwise it wouldn't have bothered you so much that you were being sidelined when you first got here, and you wouldn't have taken charge of the animal mummifications."

      "And who would if I hadn't? Even Khafre made it clear he didn't want it." Matia pushes herself against our legs, wanting to be involved in the moment as much as we are.

      "Because he thought you'd be better," Nik points out.

      "I don't want power. I do want to be useful."

      "You might need to have power to do that."

      I close my eyes and try not to let that thought overwhelm me. "This isn't what I asked for."

      "Which is probably why you're the one who has it," he points out. "And there's no getting around it unless you leave the temple."

      I sigh. "I know you're right."

      "But you don't like it."

      "I don't, but at least I'm dragging you along with me."

      He smiles. "And loving every moment of it." He leans in and kisses my nose.

      Matia lets out a small yip.

      Nik chuckles. "Yes, you're coming too."

      I lean down and scratch my jackal's head. If I have to have power in order to keep serving Anubis, then at least I have the two of them, that will make it a lot easier to deal with.
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      I lift a hand to steady the headdress gifted to me by Princess Iset. It's not actually that heavy, but I can feel the weight of it. Probably because I know exactly what wearing it means and how it's going to come across to the other guests in the room.

      "You realise that fussing with it is only drawing more attention, right?" Nik asks.

      I let out a frustrated groan. "Yes, but it's just there."

      "We can turn around and you can change it for the one Khafre gave you."

      "You know I can't do that. How would it look to turn up to a banquet hosted by the princess without wearing jewels gifted to me by the princess?"

      "That's what you were planning to do when the best jewels you had were the ones Ramesses gave you."

      "That's different and you know it. I couldn't have worn those because of what they meant. Besides, Ramesses isn't the one hosting."

      "Mmhmm."

      "I can still melt them down and make you wear them," I mutter.

      He gives me a smile that says he knows I'd never actually do that. And he's right. In all likelihood, the jewels Ramsses gave me will just sit in a cupboard and collect dust until the end of my days.

      Nik reaches out and takes my hand in his, ultimately putting an end to the fidgeting. Matia holds her head up high, not seeming to notice any difference between the jewels from Iset, and the ones she previously wore.

      "You're going to be fine," he assures me. "You were the last time you wore it all."

      "I know, I know." I take a deep breath. "All right, let's do this. The sooner we get to our table, the less time I have to worry about it."

      The expression on Nik's face says it all. He knows nothing will actually change, but being around people I can trust will help in a small way.

      We step through the grand double doors that lead into the banquet hall, and not for the first time, I'm glad there's no one to announce our arrival. Though with so many Blessed in attendance, maybe no one would think twice about me being here anyway.

      The noise in the room is oppressive, and so different from anything I've been to in London, even when I was going to events with Ramesses. I lean closer to Nik, wishing that we were alone again. Even so, I force a smile to my face and scan the room for Hotep and Khafre.

      My gaze lands on the top table where Princess Iset is sitting with her bodyguard a few steps behind, his sacred lioness sitting proudly to the other.

      She spots me watching and raises her glass in my direction with a nod.

      I respond with a nod of my own.

      "And now everyone hates you even more," Nik jokes.

      I groan. "I'm not doing it on purpose."

      "No, but you've already had a private dinner with the princess, and received expensive gifts, and she keeps acknowledging you in person. It's one thing for her to be showing you favour amongst the Blessed while we're in the mortuary, it's another for her to be doing it in a room full of courtiers too," he points out.

      I try not to let the worry tie me up in knots. "So long as she doesn't decide that she wants to talk to me. That can only make things worse right now."

      Nik lets out a bemused laugh. "We'll try and avoid it if we can, but you can't turn down the attention of a royal."

      "I did it once," I mutter.

      "Yes, and now you're terrified of running into..." he trails off, an uncomfortable expression on his face.

      I follow his gaze, feeling as if my world falls away when I come face to face with the last person I want to see, and the one I've somehow managed to avoid for the entire month and a bit we've been in Egypt.

      "Your Highness," I say stiffly, trying my best to bow while wearing a formal dress.

      Nik greets him beside me, seeming even more reserved than I expected him to be in this situation.

      "Blessed Priestess," Ramsesses responds.

      "I'm sorry for your loss," I say with a shaky voice.

      "Mmm." He glares at me, but it's hard to discern the emotions on his face. I suppose when it comes down to it, I never got to know him particularly well to begin with, so how would I know what he looks like when he's angry?

      "We should get to our seats," Nik says, brushing a hand against my arm.

      Ramesses' gaze immediately catches on the show of affection, and his eyes darken, though I'm not sure with what. We were never properly together, so it's not like it can be jealousy.

      He pulls his attention away and nods, walking off before any of us can say anything else.

      I let out a shaky breath, glad when Matia leans against my leg.

      "See, that wasn't so bad," Nik says.

      "You sound about as convinced as that time you accidentally ordered liver and onions and then tried to convince me you liked it."

      He lets out a small laugh. "Okay, yeah, that was awkward. But it could have been worse. He didn't threaten you."

      "True." I spot Khafre, relieved that we can go and sit with people that we know actually like us. Considering everything that's happened while we've been in Cairo already, that list is worryingly short.

      I glance over to where Ramesses disappeared to, surprised to find him in conversation with Bau.

      Worry worms its way through me. Bau might have done everything I asked him to while we were in the mortuary together, but that doesn't mean that he doesn't still hate me.

      Those are two people I definitely don't want to be plotting against me together. And with the natron only just coming off the Pharaoh tomorrow, there's still a month left of being here in Egypt, and I dread to think just how many things could go wrong in that time.

      I push the thought aside and head over to our table, flopping down next to Khafre before I remember I'm in public.

      "Were you just talking with the Prince?" Sethos asks from our mentor's other side.

      "Mmhmm."

      Khafre gives me a knowing look and fills up my wine glass. I take a sip.

      "Is there anyone you don't know?" Sethos asks.

      "Plenty of people, and some I wish I didn't." I look back over to where Ramesses and Bau are talking.

      "Would you introduce me?" The calculation on the apprentice's face is difficult to miss.

      "I don't think an introduction from me would help you with Prince Ramesses," I point out. "You'll have heard the rumours."

      Disappointment flits over his face. Maybe he was hoping the rumours weren't true.

      "I'm going to go speak to my friend." He gets to his feet and walks off, his jackal running after his heels.

      "You're not helping him socially climb enough, clearly," Hotep jokes.

      Khafre gives a wry chuckle.

      "Trust me, no one would benefit from me introducing them to Ramesses."

      "You still haven't told me exactly what happened there," Hotep says. "I know you said it wasn't anything, but that didn't look like nothing."

      I close my eyes and let out a frustrated groan. "We went to a few banquets together and he sent me some gifts."

      "Expensive ones."

      "Yes, thank you Nik," I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      Hotep smothers a laugh.

      "Not that you'd have known she was going to banquets with Ramesses from her conversation at the time," Khafre says. "I think he came up maybe once or twice in our Blessed lessons. Now Nik on the other hand..."

      My cheeks flame red.

      Nik raises an eyebrow. "You were talking about me?"

      "I was talking about you to Neffie too if you really must know."

      "Oh, I know that, she was telling you all about how we were in love with one another." The way he looks at me makes my heart flutter.

      "So they really have always been like this?" Hotep asks Khafre.

      My mentor chuckles and slips a piece of chicken to Beni under the table. His jackal chomps away with it, drawing jealous stares from Matia and Cyno.

      "They weren't very subtle about it, no. Most of the gossip around Prince Ramesses was centred around how sorry everyone felt for Nik."

      I grimace. "I wasn't doing it on purpose."

      "Which was the second most common thing people talked about. Mostly that you weren't very happy about the situation."

      "I'd have much rather spent the night with Nik and Matia."

      My mentor raises an eyebrow.

      "Yes, yes, I was in love with Nik for months without realising it," I mumble.

      At least Nik has the decency to look pleased about it.

      "But you weren't much better," I remind him.

      "I knew how I felt," he points out. "At least much sooner than you did."

      "Then why didn't you say anything?"

      "Because things got weird after we kissed," he reminds me. "I wasn't about to tell you that I wanted more and make things even weirder between us."

      Hotep snorts, drawing our attention to him. "Oh, don't mind me, I'm just enjoying the story. Is this the kiss that got you out of trouble?"

      "And into a whole lot more," I joke.

      Nik laughs. "Mmhmm, a lifetime of it."

      "And I look forward to every day."

      "Gods, you two are insufferable sometimes," Hotep mutters. "And I like the legends of Nut and Geb."

      I laugh and turn to my friend. "We're not that bad, you've spent time with both of us separately."

      "I'm sure Nut and Geb don't spend every minute of the day with each other either." He leans over and grabs a flatbread from the basket at the centre of the table.

      "Ani and Nik make a great team for a reason," Khafre says.

      "I can see that. Though I imagine there are more than a few disappointed Blessed about that right now." Hotep uses his bread to dip up some of the sauce on his plate, reminding me that I should actually eat something.

      "What makes you say that?" Nik asks.

      I spy some of the chicken and dates that Iset served at our private dinner and look over to where the princess is speaking with someone at her table. Did she make sure this was here on purpose? I push the thought to the side. She's been showing me favour, there's no doubt about that, but it doesn't mean she's going out of her way with things like this.

      "Well, with Ani being Blessed, there was finally a chance for a legacy Anubis Blessed with two Blessed parents."

      "I don't think anyone cares about my non-existent and entirely hypothetical kids with another Blessed." I take a bite of food, enjoying the taste. At least that's a good thing about being at one of these banquets, the food is good.

      "You're smarter than that, Ani," Khafre says.

      "Eurgh. So what you're saying is that first everyone is thinking about me dating the prince, which I wasn't even doing really. And now they're thinking about what could have happened if I'd decided to have a relationship with another Blessed..."

      "A baby, not a relationship," Nik corrects.

      "Don't you start," I mutter. "You're not supposed to be supporting this weirdness."

      He shrugs. "I'm not."

      "Am I really going to have to go through the rest of my life with people talking about this?" I look at my mentor, hoping he's going to talk some sense into the others, but I can see from his face that he thinks they're telling the truth. I let out a frustrated groan and lean back in my seat, a lot of my appetite suddenly gone.

      "It might fade over time," he assures me. "Once it's common knowledge that you and Nik are married, and more people are impressed by your skills in the mortuary."

      I nod. "I guess it makes sense." But that doesn't mean I have to like it.

      Nik reaches out and smoothes a hand over my back in reassurance. I lean into him.

      "Though it probably won't stop talk of what happens if or when you choose to have children," he says. "People will wonder when your positions will become available because of it, and what it might mean for them."

      "And yet no one would think twice about it if Hotep decides to have kids," I murmur.

      Khafre offers me what I think is meant to be a reassuring smile. "Probably not, no."

      "I wish there were more priestesses." I know it would still be an issue then, but maybe I'd be less of the focus for it.

      "There will be one day," Nik says. "People aren't blind, they can see how good you are at your job. Anyone who doesn't admit women into their temple after seeing that is an idiot."

      "Well said," Khafre says. "You're the turning of the tide, Ani."

      I grimace. That's not what I ever wanted to be. I just wanted to look after the dead and help them on their journey to Duat. But as people keep pointing out, that's not an option any more, which means it's time I just get used to it and start working with what I've got.
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      I wipe some sweat off my forehead and head over to the sink to wash my hands, trying not to worry about how much still needs to be done. Everyone keeps assuring me that the animal mummifications are all on time, but I never really expected them to still be going on after the natron was removed from the Pharaoh's body.

      Nor did I expect that being added to the rota to watch over the dead king wouldn't mean a reduction in my other duties either. I'm expected to be here all day and then to go and do my other jobs. I know it's not for long, but it clearly shows an oversight on the part of whoever it is assigning work rotations. I can't do my best work if I'm tired.

      I shut off the tap and turn around to survey the room. Matia comes trotting over and leans against my leg. I reach down and fuss her. "You look tired too."

      She cocks her head to the side, sticking out her tongue slightly.

      "I know, it'll be over soon," I assure her. She's not getting as much sleep as she should either, probably because of all the other jackals running around. "But for that to be true, we need to get a move on."

      She doesn't respond.

      I sigh. What's the point in having a constant familiar when she can't actually help with things?

      Matia lets out a soft whine.

      "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have thought that," I say out loud, even though I'm reasonably sure she can't read my mind. "You have lots of uses." I ruffle the top of her head and she leans harder into me.

      A scuffle over by the door catches my attention, telling me that my brief break is over and now it's time to get back to work.

      I hurry over with Matia trotting along behind me. "What's going on?"

      Hapiu clears his throat. "The High Blessed informed me this morning that there's a lion being sent here."

      I raise an eyebrow. "A lion?"

      He nods. "Some of the others are saying it won't happen."

      Then they're fools. Anyone with eyes can see that the High Blessed likes Hapiu, I'm even surprised he got assigned to the animal mortuary with the rest of us under thirty.

      "Are you okay to lead the mummification process on the lion when it arrives?" I ask.

      Surprise flits over his face. "Don't you want to do it yourself?"

      "I've only ever done cats from Bastet's temple," I say by way of explanation. "Whereas you'll have had more experience with them here, right? One of Sekhmet's temples is down the Nile."

      He nods. "It's where the royal bodyguards come from."

      Oh good, I got that right. I made the assumption based on something Iset said about her bodyguard, but I didn't know too much about it. "Who do you want working with you? I can ask around to see if anyone has any experience, but if you have a preference..."

      "I can pick people," Hapiu says firmly.

      "Great. Thanks. Let me know if you need anything." I offer him a smile, but he just seems to be looking at me as if he's trying to work me out.

      I turn away and head back over to where I'm supposed to be cataloguing all of our animal mummies, catching Khafre's eye as I do. He's looking at me as if I've just executed something flawlessly, but I don't know what. I wish his apprentice wasn't at his side right now or I'd be able to ask him, but as it is, I don't really trust Sethos. I don't know what it is about the younger Blessed, but there's something.

      Though there's a good job that it's just envy on my part that he's Khafre's new apprentice and I've ultimately been replaced, even if that's exactly how it's supposed to work.

      I grab the clipboard with all of the numbers, markings, and information regarding the animals we've been working on and pass into the room where the completed mummies are waiting.

      Hotep looks up as I walk in and I smile at my friend, pleased I have someone in the room who I know will do a good job.

      "Hey, Ani."

      "Hey," I respond.

      Cyno hurries over to Matia and the two jackals greet each other as if they didn't spend breakfast begging Nik for chicken together.

      "How's everything going in here?" I ask.

      "Pretty well so far. I've been checking the animals against the sheet and everything is accounted for. I think we need to switch out someone from team four, though."

      I frown. "Remind me what team four are working on?"

      "They're the cat team Nik isn't in," Hotep responds. "I've noticed a few sloppy mistakes from them." He gestures to a row of cats that I assume must be from team four.

      "Huh, unexpected. I thought they were a group of the most experienced Blessed." I check over the nearest cat, noticing as I do that the paw is crooked.

      "If by most experienced, you mean oldest, then yes. But I think that's the problem."

      I briefly close my eyes and take a deep breath. "They're not that experienced, are they?"

      Hotep shakes his head. "One is from Memphis, one from Athens, and the other from Marrakech."

      "All places with multiple Blessed."

      "Yes."

      "At least it's that," I say. "It could be worse."

      "You don't think anyone would sabotage the Pharaoh's funeral, do you?"

      "I'd like to think not." But I also used to believe that corruption in the Temple of Anubis was a rarity, and then I witnessed my own temple reduced to its knees. "I imagine we're okay there, though. If anyone was truly trying to disrupt things, we'd see a blessing removed."

      "Ah." He reaches down and scratches Cyno's head in a way not dissimilar to how I do with Matia. No doubt he's reaffirming his own bond with Anubis as he does it.

      Which is slightly weird to think about. I'm used to being surrounded by people who want to serve, but don't have the same connection as I do, so being around people who all fully understand what it means to be Blessed is still a strange experience to me.

      "We should move Nik to team four and switch him with one of the other assistants," I say. "That way we aren't moving any Blessed around so no one starts thinking they're doing a bad job."

      Hotep nods. "Want me to do it?"

      "If you don't mind, I'll finish my checks here." I lift the clipboard. It's not that I don't trust Hotep to be doing this right, more that after the incident in the tombs during Ma'at's audit, I don't want to put my name to something I haven't personally checked myself.

      "I'll go do that now. I think lunch is ten minutes away anyway."

      Matia perks up at the word, clearly deciding that food is the most important thing on her mind.

      Hotep disappears back into the main room and I continue walking down the rows of animal mummifications. My mind wanders from the boring nature of the task, and I have to force myself to focus. This isn't what I want to be doing, though I also don't want to go back to doing the fetching and carrying for everyone either.

      In all honesty, I'm not sure what job I actually want when it comes to the Pharaoh's burial process. There are far too many other Blessed around for me to fully feel like I'd be comfortable in any part of it.

      I come to a stop in front of one of the jackals, frowning as I check the notes on my clipboard and then at the jackal in front of me. "You're supposed to be a cat."

      It doesn't respond. Which isn't in the slightest bit surprising considering it's dead. Uncertain why I do it, I reach out and touch my hand to the mummified jackal's chest, seeking out a connection within it. Everything feels like it should to my Blessed Sense, but none of that changes the fact that it's supposed to be a cat in this spot. And that it's a strange oversight for someone to make.

      Then again, everyone is tired and busy. There are so many animals coming into the mummification rooms that it's hard to keep full track of anything.

      I gesture to one of the mortuary assistants. "Will you transfer the jackal down to the third row, second palette? And do a search for the cat who should be here?"

      "Of course, Blessed Priestess," the man responds with a bow of his head.

      I let out a small sigh and make a note to tell Hotep what happened. He'll be able to sort it out and make sure that everything is fixed the way it should be. At least, I hope so, because somehow, even the people at the top of the Blessed hierarchy seem to have accepted that I'm the one in charge here, and I don't want to think about how badly messing it up would set back my career.
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      I make my way into the Pharaoh's burial chamber, already tired and aching from all of the manual labour. To my surprise, there are still priests around with their jackals in various stages of rest and play. I don't know whether it's an age or experience thing, but some of them don't seem to be behaving as well in the mortuary as they should be.

      Matia moves closer to my leg and I find myself reaching out for her, glad she can be relied on in this situation.

      The man currently tending to the Pharaoh turns and I almost sigh in relief as I recognise Tum. I head over in his direction, pleased that I can see someone working who doesn't seem to actively dislike me.

      He dips his head in acknowledgement. "Blessed Priestess." His heavy accent tints his Egyptian, but I can easily tell what he's saying after a few weeks of working here.

      "Blessed Priest, I didn't realise you'd still be here."

      He nods. "There are only three weeks left."

      Ah, they're behind, but none of them will want to admit it. Which makes sense. Considering how many Blessed there are here, everything should be right one time.

      Tum weaves the cloth in a way I've never seen before, his fingers almost dancing with the way he moves the linen around the Pharaoh's arm.

      "What is that?" I ask without thinking.

      He pauses and looks back at me, confusion on his face and for a moment, I wonder if I spoke the wrong language.

      "It's a technique I learned in Prague," he responds, gesturing for me to move so I can see better. "I can show you."

      "Do you mind?"

      "How else will you learn?" he asks.

      "I guess some people don't want me to."

      "I don't see the point in that," Tum responds. "We will all pass on to Duat in our time. Shouldn't we teach the younger generations our knowledge so that it saves time?"

      "I think so. But maybe some people would prefer it if you taught one of the other younger Blessed." I feel surprisingly nervous about the situation right now.

      "The other younger Blessed are not here," he points out. "You are."

      By luck. But I don't say that part out loud. Everyone is aware that the main reason I'm in this room is because Princess Iset has taken a liking to me and no one wants to upset the future Pharaoh. I don't entirely blame them for that, I wouldn't want to either, which is precisely why I haven't turned down any of her requests for keeping me company.

      "Watch," Tum instructs. He picks up a piece of linen and folds it, tucking the end through another in a way that reminds me a little of weaving. "My wife works in the Temple of Tayt."

      I raise an eyebrow, but don't take my attention off the way he's moving the linen. The pattern it's creating is beautiful, and not unlike some of the others I've seen in high-end mummifications. "Is that how you met?" I ask, remembering to keep up at least some of the conversation.

      He smiles. "She delivered linen to my temple when I was training. I knew she was the one for me then." He moves the cloth with such practised ease that I think I'm a little jealous. "How did you meet your husband?"

      "He's not my husband," I respond, assuming he's talking about Nik.

      "He looks at you the way I look at my wife," Tum responds.

      "We're hoping to get married once we return to London."

      "I knew it."

      "We met at the temple," I say, surprised he doesn't know this already, everyone seems to know my business here. "We trained together."

      "You will be very happy," Tum says. "Here, you try." He gestures to the linen.

      My eyes widen. "I can't. I'm not supposed to wrap the Pharaoh."

      "How are you to learn if you don't practise?" he asks.

      "Okay..." I'm weirdly nervous as I take the linen from the older Blessed and start trying to imitate what he did.

      "Like this." He guides my hand when I go wrong, but otherwise lets me do the wrapping myself.

      Despite my nerves, I find a great deal of satisfaction in how it's coming out. I can tell that it isn't quite as good as the older man's, but thankfully, he neatens it up with a few tugs on the linen.

      "I believe you to be a natural, Ankhesenamun."

      "Thank you," I murmur, trying not to feel too self-conscious about that. "I'm training in traditional mummification as my speciality."

      He nods in approval and takes back over the linen now that he's reached the Pharaoh's hands.

      I take the opportunity to look around the room, surprised by how little attention anyone is paying us. After a couple of weeks, I've become a normal enough fixture not to warrant any attention from most of the priests.

      The doors to the mortuary room swing open and a lioness prowls inside. Everyone is instantly on alert, but not from the fact there's a predator on the loose. It's who she's announcing that causes the commotion.

      "Your Highness," the High Blessed says, rushing forward to greet Princess Iset as she enters the room.

      "High Blessed," she responds. "I came to see how the mummification was progressing for my father."

      "Of course, Your Highness, if there is anything you wish to know..."

      She holds up her hand. "You're a very busy man. I can just speak with the other Blessed." She smiles at him in a way that I'm reasonably sure translates as she doesn't believe a word he says about the entire process.

      Tum lets out a small chuckle beside me. "She will be a good Pharaoh."

      The High Blessed nods in response to Iset and fades into the background of the room as she makes her way over to us with Nahresi and Cleo beside her.

      Matia seems to recognise the lion as she ventures out from my side to say hello, drawing what appears to be a genuine smile from the princess.

      "Your Highness," I say, dipping my head while Tum greets her from beside me.

      "Blessed Priestess," she responds, a hint of amusement in her voice, though I don't know the cause of it. "I'm glad to see you're here."

      "It is an honour to be here." That's not a lie. I'm only in the room because of the attention she's shown me, and even if I'm not the best when it comes to politics, even I know that this is a big deal.

      "And a shame," she says sadly as she looks past me at the partially mummified Pharaoh. I'm glad his face is already covered, no daughter should have to see her father in the post-natron salt phase.

      Tum slips away, though I'm not sure precisely what to do.

      "I must thank you for your gifts," I say, mostly because I want to give her a chance to escape her thoughts, but also because I haven't had a chance to actually thank her in person.

      "Must you?" She raises an eyebrow.

      "The jewels are far beyond anything I could have dreamed of wearing."

      "And you are more than worthy of them," she responds.

      My gaze flickers upwards and past her to the expression on the High Blessed's face. He's looking at me as if he's trying to work something out, but can't. I ignore him. He can be as confused as he wants by me, I can't change who I am.

      "He looks so peaceful," Iset says as she gazes into her father's face.

      "He is," I respond.

      She gives me a smile that almost says to me that she doesn't believe me, though I don't think it's personal. "I should leave you to it. Thank you for your service, Blessed Priestess."

      I nod my head, not really sure what else to do as Iset makes her way out of the room with Nahresi and his lion in tow. I'm not entirely sure what happened, but I can tell the High Blessed isn't pleased with me. Then again, I'm reasonably convinced he's never pleased with me. No one has whispered anything of a reason why. Perhaps it's a combination of all the things that make all of the others dislike me. But I'm not going to let that sway me from my duty to Anubis, or my desire to serve the temple in whatever way possible.

      For every priest like the High Blessed, there's also going to be one like Tum, Hotep, and Khafre who sees my potential for what it is. I just need to get better at figuring out the difference between the two.
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      I push my food around my plate, not really feeling very hungry any more.

      "You okay?" Nik asks.

      I sigh and let my fork clatter to the plate. "Just stressed."

      "The mixups in the storage room?" Hotep asks from the other side of the table.

      "Yes."

      "They're worrying me too," he admits. "I know the ibis was put in the right spot, but then you found it somewhere else." From the expression on his face, I can tell he's worried I think he's lying, but I'm certain he isn't. There's no explaining the feeling, but I know I can trust him.

      "Maybe it's just people being tired and making mistakes," Nik suggests. "I almost used the wrong linen earlier."

      I raise an eyebrow, surprised at him.

      "They are all small things on their own," Hotep says.

      "But together it makes a pattern," I finish for him.

      Understanding dawns on Nik's face, which isn't a surprise considering he's the one who noticed the pattern of strange circumstances that led to us catching the organ thieves during our first year as apprentices.

      "Who would even want to sabotage the burial of the Pharaoh?" Hotep asks.

      Nik's gaze flits to me. "It's probably not the burial they're trying to sabotage."

      "Ah, sorry Ani."

      I shrug. "Not the first time."

      "Was the first time Nik?"

      I snort. "Not really. He just told me to stand back because he knew what he was doing." I give my fiancé an affectionate smile.

      Hotep sucks in a breath. "She didn't take that well, did she?"

      The corners of Nik's mouth lift up. "She told me to shut up, basically."

      "I didn't. I simply pointed out that we'd been paired up by ability, so if I was bad, he was too. He started listening to me after that."

      "Because you had a point." The adoration in his eyes is enough to chase away some of my worries. There may be some weird stuff going on in the storage room, but I have Nik with me, and that's all I really need to know that we'll sort it out. Especially when we have Hotep and Khafre who will no doubt help too.

      The conversation turns to the hieroglyphs Nik is trying to teach Hotep how to read and I zone out. I know they're fascinating, and I could use a brush-up myself, but I don't have the brainpower for that I just don't have right now.

      I manage a few bites of food and sneak a piece of chicken under the table for Matia. She takes it from my fingers gently, but I can tell she's greedily anticipating more food. Even though I know I shouldn't, I get another piece for her.

      One scan around the room reveals I'm not the only one feeding my jackal under the table, several of the others are too. There's something sweet about it too. These important priests whose job it is to work with the dead have soft spots for their jackals that go beyond that.

      I ruffle the top of Matia's head, appreciating her company more than ever.

      My gaze lands on Bau and he glares at me from across the room, making me somewhat uncomfortable and like I want to be anywhere but here.

      "I need some air," I say, touching Nik's arm.

      Concern crosses his face. "Do you want me to come with you?"

      "It's fine," I assure him. "I'll just be a minute. Stay, Matia."

      He seems to relax at the instructions to my jackal, probably because it's a confirmation that I really do just need some air.

      I get to my feet and weave through the rows of Blessed and their assistants. There really are too many people here for my liking. I thought we had a lot of staff at the London temple, but I'm starting to think otherwise.

      I manage to avoid any conversation before I get outside. I take a deep breath, trying not to think too much about the fact it isn't as cool as I'd like it to be out here. I suppose it doesn't really matter.

      Everything is yellow and orange, a combination of the traditional buildings and the sand from the nearby desert. The grand imposing statues of Anubis that flank the entrance to the Cairo temple watch on without any sense of what's happening among the priests within its walls, and through them, there are the shining tips of the pyramids of Giza. I didn't realise they could be seen from here, but I suppose it makes sense. When the embalming process was moved to a central temple rather than specific mortuary ones built by the burial sites, the priests in charge must have still wanted a connection to the old necropolis.

      "Ani?"

      I resist the urge to let out a groan as I turn to face Sethos with what I hope is a serene smile on my face. His jackal is by his side, but Khafre and Beni are nowhere to be seen, which isn't a huge surprise. Whereas Hotep and I both seem to actively seek out the advice, Sethos seems to do everything possible to avoid him.

      "Is everything all right, Sethos?" I ask, trying to not let my frustration at being interrupted come through my voice.

      For a brief moment, he looks younger than eighteen, and I wonder how many times people think that of me. I often find myself forgetting that in terms of the priesthood, I'm considered young.

      "Do you have a minute?" he asks.

      "Is Khafre okay?" A bolt of panic flits through me as I consider one of the only things the two of us have in common.

      "He's fine." Sethos shifts from one foot to the other. "I saw something in the mortuary that I think you should know about."

      My heart pounds as I think about the possibilities of what he's about to say. "Go on."

      He takes a deep breath. "I was fetching things from the store and I came across the priest from Luxor."

      I frown. "Bau?"

      He nods. "He was with a friend, and they were moving some of the mummified cats."

      "They've been working on them for the past week, that might be why," I say, not wanting to admit to the problems in the storeroom.

      An uneasy expression crossed Sethos' face. "They weren't the ones they'd been working on."

      My blood runs cold as the pieces slot into place. "I see."

      "I should go," he says, already turning towards the dining hall. Which is fine by me. I know I'm not going to get more information out of him, even if he has it. And more importantly, I don't want to ask for it because of what it will reveal about my own worries.
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