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TRIGGER WARNING:

This book contains some sensitive material: 

There are references in this book to violence against women and children, sexual violence against women and children, human trafficking, and suicide, as well as actual scenes of violence against women and children and human trafficking. 
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Call: 988 

National Human Trafficking Hotline information: https://humantraffickinghotline.org/en

Call: 1-888-373-7888
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Online Chat: online.rainn.org



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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A young girl knelt by the riverbank. She was wearing a blue dress that gathered at her waist with a rope-like belt. Her curly dark brown hair was piled atop her head in the fashionable way of ladies of the time. She had taken her sandals off and they were sitting  on the bank next to her. 

She had left her mother in a fit of rage. She was tired of being treated like a child. She was twelve! She could make her own decisions. Soleil pouted, looking at her distorted reflection in the water. She looked like a woman to her eye. The boys had started noticing her more, and had started coming around to chat and flirt. She knew that soon, mama and papa would be looking for a match for her. She was their only daughter, so to not be a burden on her brothers, she would need to marry. 

Soleil understood the idea. It was the way of life in Rome. But just because it was the way of life didn't mean she had to like it. Her brothers were already men- they helped their father make decisions not only for the family, but also for Soleil. Being a girl was just unfair. 

Once she married, Soleil would be like mama, running a home, making decisions for her husband and family, but most importantly, herself. Soleil plopped down on the grassy bank and crossed her arms and legs. She knew that if she were needed that her brothers would come find her. 

This was her favorite spot to sit and think. It wouldn't be difficult to come get her. “Well hello there. And who might you be?” Soleil froze. She didn't recognize the voice behind her. It was a man, and he sounded pleased at finding her alone at the river. Goosebumps popped up on her arms. She didn't know whether she should run, or just wait him out. She didn't know what he wanted yet, so her mind and body were at odds. Her body wanted to run. Run as fast and far as she could. Her mind, though, wanted to see what the man wanted. What if he were lost and needed help? 

Soleil turned around slowly, looking over the man who had spoken to her. He was dressed in cream and brown robes with a large round wrap about his head. His skin was very tan, as if he spent most of his time outdoors. He had stubble about his jaw, as if he'd not been able to shave in a while. He had been sweating heavily, the wet stains having appeared on his clothes and head piece. 

Soleil cocked her head to one side, both intrigued and cautious. The man was obviously not a local, and the idea of him being from some far off place intrigued Soleil. He looked her up and down, rubbing his hand along his jaw. Finally, his gaze came to rest above her head, and that's when Soleil realized that she was in trouble. 

Hands grabbed her upper arms roughly, lifting her from the ground as if she weighed nothing. Before she could scream, a cloth was shoved in her mouth, and her hands were bound roughly behind her. She was shoved to the ground, a heavy body kneeling on her to keep her still. 

Tears streamed from Soleil's eyes. She didn't know what was going to happen to her. Would she be raped? Killed? The man held her down while another ran his hands quickly and methodically over her body. He wasn't overly rough, and his touch wasn't intimate, even though he squeezed her budding breasts and briefly stuck his hand between her legs. Other than that, he didn't molest her, and based on his face, he wasn't taking pleasure from these actions. 

“She's young. Strong. Seems very healthy. She has a fire about her. Take her to the boat. She'll fetch a nice price.” The hands hauled her up off the ground and started carrying her away from home and towards the water. Soleil started to panic. She bucked her body, trying to get away from her captor. 

At one point she succeeded, and the man dropped her. She landed hard on the ground, the impact jarring her. Those precious few seconds cost her, and the man was able to get ahold of her once more. Soleil screamed against her gag as the man held her more tightly, dragging her along the bank of the river. She knew she wasn't that far from the village, and that someone should hear her cries, even if they were muffled by the gag. Her captor must have realized how close they were as well. Suddenly a sharp pain blossomed on the side of Soleil's head, and she felt herself falling, the world going dark around her.

When she came to, she felt a cool spray on her face. She felt parched, not sure how long it had been since she'd had anything to drink. She licked her lips, realizing that the gag had been removed from her mouth. As soon as the water droplets hit her tongue though, she began coughing, and spit out the water onto the floor of the boat. Salt. The water was salty. That got Soleil's eyes completely open. 

The slap of the oars hitting the water was so loud. Soleil wasn't sure how it hadn't woken her. She looked around her, trying to figure out what was going on. She didn't recognize the two men rowing the small boat away from the shore. She also didn't recognize the six other terrified girls that were in the boat with them. 

The girls who were awake all bore a similar look of terror. They were all around the same age as Soleil, maybe a few years older or younger. Soleil wondered if her face was that pale, and her eyes darting around like the other girls’ were. A couple of the girls appeared to be sleeping, although Soleil suspected that they had suffered the same treatment she had, and would not be waking for a while. 

Soleil put her head down, realizing that her sudden alertness had drawn the attention of the men rowing the boat. As inconspicuously as she could, Soleil tested the bindings on her wrists, but they were tied tight and well. There was no way that she'd be able to wiggle her way out of those. 

Rolling her neck around as if she were sore, Soleil tried to see where they were. The land was getting smaller by the moment, and the small boat appeared to be headed for a ship. The ship was quite large, and had a great sail and lots of oars. Soleil knew from the stories that her father and brothers told that this was a seafaring vessel, although it did not look like any of the Roman ships she'd seen. The boat was shaped similarly enough, but the markings on it were quite different. There was a large eye at the bow of the ship, which gave it a menacing look. 

Based on the men's strange dress, and now this different ship, Soleil knew that she was being taken away from her home- most likely far away. Tears welled up in her eyes. What would her mother think? How long would they look for her? 

The small boat pulled up alongside the ship, and a rope was thrown down. The waves were rocking the smaller craft. There was a rope ladder that was lowered to the smaller craft, but since the girls all had their hands tied, they were handed up into the ship. Soleil was openly crying now, and as rough hands lifted her from her seat, she took one last look at her home. Who knew how long it would be until she saw it again.
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Chapter Two
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Soleil had no idea how long the journey took. As soon as the girls were onboard, they were shoved belowdecks, fed and given water, but not allowed in the sun. There were many tears, and lots of prayers, especially when the ocean started tossing the ship about. The girls all slept a lot, and they clung together for comfort, needing to feel the presence of another person, having found themselves in an untenable situation. 

At night, Soleil moved away from the walls of the boat. Occasionally in addition to the creaking wood and the pounding of the waves, something would bump the boat. Whatever it was, it was very large. Large enough to make the whole boat rock. And there were these strange sounds when the large creatures were about. Soleil had never heard anything like it, but she imagined that it was what the dead would sound like if they were to cry. 

The first time it happened, Soleil had been sleeping right up against the hull. It was a fairly calm night, and very warm. A noise near her head woke her up. It sounded like something was scraping at the wood just on the other side of the hull. Soleil quickly pushed away from the wall the best she could, but there wasn't much room between her and the other girls. The idea of something large scraping and rocking the boat sent terror through her. 

Soleil knew that she most likely wasn't going to live through this ordeal, but the idea of the ship breaking apart due to a monster of the sea, and sending her to the dark depths below was just too much to contemplate. Soleil never slept well on the boat after that.

Finally, the boat came to a stop. The girls heard lots of movement aboveboard, and they looked anxiously at the trapdoor in the ceiling of the compartment that they’d been kept in. While the girls had begun to strike up friendships out of necessity more than anything, clinging to the only friendly faces they saw, a lot of them did not speak the same language. They communicated wants and needs through the movements of their hands or gesturing to items.

Some of the girls just sat and stared, only taking food or water when it was forced upon them. They seemed to see or hear nothing, just existing at that point. The crew were not unkind to the girls, in that they made sure they had enough to eat and drink, and they removed the night soil bucket and rinsed it out for returning it. Honestly, the crew seemed to keep away from the girls as much as possible. Whether that were by order of the captain or their own choice, Soleil didn't know. Soleil looked around her. She knew that they had nothing else to do but wait. Anytime footsteps approached the door, the girls seemed to all hold their breaths as one, waiting to see what would happen next. Food, drink, and taking or giving their waste bucket became the routine. 

It felt like days, but finally the door was pulled open, and stayed open. Nothing was handed through, and nothing was reached for to be taken out at first. The girls all shrunk away from the light, their eyes squinting or closing completely at the sudden change in atmosphere. Soleil took a deep breath, loving the fresh air that suddenly rushed through the small space, taking away the fetidness of many human bodies being shoved in such a small space for a period of time. A man reached down, grasping the arm of the girl closest to the hole. She was weak from the journey, but still put up what fight she could, making little mewling noises, and scratching at the man’s arm. 

One by one the girls were taken out of the hold into the day. When it was Soleil's turn, she didn't fight, knowing that the men were much stronger than she. Looking around, hoping her eyes would adjust quickly to the bright sun, she tried to get her bearings. Even though they were on the sea, the air felt dry to her. As her eyes got used to the bright light, she realized that she wasn't just seeing white everywhere- she was seeing sand. The men had apparently taken the girls to a desert country. Soleil's mouth dropped open. The stark contrast between the bright blue water, the luscious green plant life and the scorching desert sand was something to behold. 

The girls' hands were already bound, but their captors used a long rope to tether them all together. At this point, most of the girls looked like they had given up all hope. They looked down at the ground, faces blank. A woman came through the line with a bowl of water and a rag. She stopped at each girl and gave a quick scrub to their faces. Soleil realized when it was her turn that the water was scented- the captors were trying to make the girls more presentable for something. 

The girls were led to a waiting area, where other captives stood, tied together or just bound and standing alone. There was a raised wooden platform nearby, and some men grouped behind it, talking. There was no shade where the captives were standing, and the sun beat down on them mercilessly. There were captives that were very pale, and Soleil knew that the sun was burning them. They shifted about in discomfort, looking at their feet and frowning. 

A crowd started gathering on the other side of the platform. The men that were grouped at the back of the platform began looking over the group of captives, gesturing occasionally at one or a group of them. Soleil furrowed her brow. She did not like the feeling she was getting about this. 

Once the crowd had reached a good size, a man stood up on the platform and started speaking. Soleil only half listened, but she got the gist. This was a slave auction. She and her fellow captives were to be sold off to the highest bidders. She closed her eyes as her heart fell into her stomach. The weight of her circumstances finally settled on her shoulders. She was no longer a free person. She was now a slave. 

One by one, several strong men led or dragged captives up to the platform, and the auctioneer began the sale. Soleil looked around realizing that she and the other girls must be the main attraction, since they were being kept for the last. The crowd was very patiently waiting, as the other captives were sold off. 

For the most part, the auctioneer spoke whatever the local language was. It was very fluid sounding, unlike her own language. But he would occasionally repeat offers or counteroffers in other languages including her own. When he announced that someone was sold, he repeated the words in at least three different languages, although she stopped paying close attention once she realized what their presence in this area meant. 

Finally, the men came to the beginning of the line and untied one of the girls. She fought him with all her might, kicking, screaming, scratching, but to no avail. Finally one of the men cuffed her upside the head with his fist. She fell silent and into a sort of stupor. She was dragged up onto the platform, and the auctioneer started listing what he considered to be her many qualities, including how young she was and several pointed comments about her physique.

Looking at the crowd, Soleil felt sick. There were several women in the crowd who were looking the girl over clinically, as if they were deciding if she would be a good housemaid. Those weren’t too bad, other than not knowing what kind of home they could end up in. What made Soleil sick was the look some of the men were giving the young girl. There was no question what they would want her for. Other men were looking at her with disinterest, which confused her, but she assumed they were looking like the women were- considering her as a servant rather than a toy. The girl was sold for a higher price than two of the men had gone for. A man who had been looking her over like a piece of meat tossed a pouch of money at the auctioneer, dragging his prize off the platform and pulling her along behind him. 

Soleil was towards the end of the line, so she saw the process repeated several times before it was her turn. She did see some of the girls go off with women who very clearly had no interest in them other than as servants, and Soleil hoped and prayed that she would end up as lucky. She let the guard lead her to the platform, not fighting, knowing that resistance was futile. She stood up on the platform, and realized she was shaking. She was terrified. She thought of her mother, the proud woman that she was, standing up to any man who tried to confront her. 

Soleil drew strength from the idea of her mother, and taking a breath, she squared her shoulders, and looked into the eyes of anyone looking at her. Her fists were clenched, her nails biting into her palms- she was sure there would be little half-moons filled with blood by the time this was all over. After what felt like hours, the auctioneer started the bidding. Like the other girls, he spoke about the roundness of her figure, her purity, the color of her skin, as well as her strength. The number kept climbing as the crowd called out numbers, bidding against each other. 

Soleil closed her eyes and took a deep breath, opening them with new fire. She continued to stare down anyone who put a bid in on her, noticing that slowly it was one man bidding against all of the other members of the crowd. He was dressed in white, with gold accents, and a golden hilt of a sword at his side. His clothing was pristine, and he had jewels in the golden chains at his neck. He was clearly wealthy, and used to getting his way. There were two men at his back, their arms crossed over their chests, but not tightly, giving them leeway for their hands to reach their weapons if they needed. No amount of ire from Soleil’s eyes seemed to deter this man. He just kept bidding. However, unlike some of the other men that were bidding, this man had a sense of detachment about him- he was not lusting after Soleil. 

One by one, the rest of the crowd dropped out of the auction, shaking their heads when the price went above what they were willing to pay. Finally, only the man’s voice was heard, and then silence. There was a light breeze from the water that blew through the crowd, ruffling hair and clothing. Soleil held her breath. “SOLD!” The auctioneer stepped forward and took a pouch from the man in white, and handed over the rope that bound Soleil’s hands. The man pulled the rope forward, not ungently, but not carefully. He started walking through the crowd, and turned into an alley between two buildings nearby. Soleil was grateful that the man wasn’t walking fast enough to make her trip, and she didn’t fight him, hoping that it would engender some kindness from her new master. The thought of that word was like bitterness in her mouth. She winced when she thought about it. She was a slave. There was no question of it. 

The man, who hadn’t spoken or even really looked at Soleil yet, stopped towards the end of the alley, where a young man draped in black stood. His head was shaved, and he was much tanner than the man who held her bindings. In the first signs of anger or cruelty, the man whipped Soleil’s bindings forward, causing her to stumble. He pushed her in front of him, and down on the ground at the feet of the young man. He looked at the young man’s face with rage. “Tell your master that my debt is paid.” Soleil’s mouth dropped open as the man turned on his heel and walked away, the back of his robes smacking Soleil in the face as he went. 

Soleil put her hand up to her cheek where the fabric had struck her, her mouth still open. She looked at her lap. “What now?” she thought. She didn’t know to whom this man had just given her. She didn’t know what awaited her outside of this alley. The man’s footsteps shuffled over to her. He leaned down and gently undid the bindings on her wrists. He stood back up and held a hand out to Soleil. 

Soleil looked up at him in wonder. This man was showing her courtesy, as if she were a person, and not an item. It was the first bit of kindness she’d been shown since she had been snatched from the banks of the river near her home. Soleil gently put her hand in his, and allowed him to help her up from where she was still sitting on the ground. He put her hand in the crook of his arm, and looked over at her. “I’m sure your life will be very different now, but you have nothing to fear from me. My name is Menkaure, and I am a priest of the Temple of Anubis. Let’s get you to your new home.” He started walking out of the alley, and Soleil had no choice but to go with him.
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Several years later, Soleil held the gold bowl between her hands, being careful not to spill the water and flowers that floated in it. She walked through the doorway, and out into the moonlight, smiling as the rays of the moon kissed her face. Kneeling down carefully, Soleil set the large bowl down gently on the terrace. The gritty stone bit into her knees, the warmth of the sun still present, but the heat of the day had begun dissipating in the cool night breeze. 

The gold bangles on her wrists clinked against the bowl, making a cheerful sound. Soleil dipped her hands into the water, the fragrance of spices and flowers from the oil she had sprinkled on top of the water perfuming the night air. The night breeze brushed across Soleil’s bare shoulders, smelling of jasmine and fragrant oil from the lanterns nearby. Their flames flickered in the breeze, making the shadows of the night grow and shrink as their light moved with the wind. 

Soleil turned her wrists so that her palms faced the sky, and bent her upper body down closer to the water. She splashed some water up over her head, relishing the feel of the cool drops against her heated skin. Lifting her hands from the water, she smoothed them down her long brown braided hair, loving the sound of the metal beads chiming as they came together at her shoulders. She smiled and sat back on her heels, placing her hands on her thighs. Water soaked her white linen gown, much to her delight. Even though it was night, the air still carried the heat of the day. Living in the desert was not for the faint of heart, although after many years, she'd begun to get used to it.

She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, reveling in the night breeze, the moon’s light, and the feeling that she was the only person left on the Earth. She opened her eyes and feasted on the sight of the stars- millions of tiny jewels in the darkness. She smiled again at their beauty, and at the feeling of freedom she experienced here on this night, in this place. She knew that the feeling would not last, but she wished to enjoy it as long as she could. 

She began to pray to Luna, smiling again at the irony of her name reflecting her bright coloring and Luna’s counterpart, Sol, the sun. Soleil however, was a daughter of the night, praying to Luna, the moon goddess, every chance she got. While she’d been caught praying to her goddess by those who kept her, she was looked at with more amusement than anything, and as she did her tasks dutifully and without fail, her worship was not impeded. Soleil turned her eyes on the moon’s full visage, thinking of her family and her home. She knew that on this night the fires would be lit all night, and offerings would be made, sheep and ram’s blood spilling across altar stones all over the countryside. 

Soleil lifted her arms, one on each side of her, hands cupped with her palms up towards the sky. Still on her knees, she tilted her head back and began to chant softly, her prayers carrying only to her ears and to that of the divine. Soleil wished that the night could last forever, and she could once again feel at home. She smiled, reveling in the feeling of lightness and freedom that her prayer and worship brought her.

However, too soon the moon began to set, the Eastern sky began to lighten, and Soleil became somber once again. She picked up the large offering bowl of water, oil, and flowers, and turned back towards the building from which she came. She knew she would be called upon soon to help start the day, and she could not be late, or there would be consequences. Soleil turned again towards the terrace, giving one last look of longing at the place where she stole moments of liberty. 
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Chapter Four
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Soleil wandered the rooms of the temple, her feet bare, and her simple white linen gown now clean and dry. Bangles clinked at her wrists and ankles, a pleasant jingling sound usually, but this morning, it seemed grating. Carrying a bundle of sticks, Soleil stopped here and there to light oil lamps and incense, gently knocking on doors as she moved down the long central hall. 

As the residents of the temple began to stir, Soleil found herself moving to the side of the hall and dropping her head in respect more and more. She only had a few lamps and doors left, and then she could retreat to the kitchen until she was summoned for work. 

As she reached her hand up to knock on the very last door, it opened, revealing a handsome bald man with dusky skin, and dark features. He smiled kindly at Soleil. He was dressed in a brown linen robe from his shoulders to his toes. The sides of the robe were open, revealing muscular arms with no hair on them. 

Dropping her head immediately and stepping to the side of the door, Soleil saw that he had his usual sandals on- gold braids with supple leather bottoms. “Good morning, Soleil.” Soleil dipped in a low curtsey, staying down as she was trained, and waiting for further instruction. 

“I have been thinking. You have been such a good, obedient servant to this temple, that I would like you to become a bearer of offerings for our other temples. You will report to the cook after you're finished with your lighting duties. He has been informed of your new role. The guards as well. He will give you what you need as well as further instruction.” He touched his hand to Soleil’s forehead before moving away, his robe brushing the stone floor as he went. 

Soleil stayed in her crouched position for a few moments more, thinking over what the priest had told her. She was excited and nervous at the  same time. She hoped beyond hope this meant that she would get to leave the temple. She had not stepped foot outside of its walls since she had been brought there so many years before.

She had been so very young when she was taken from her home and her family. She could hardly remember them anymore. She had her mother's warm brown eyes, she knew. But not her copper hair. No. She got her father's dark hair. And she had both of their pale skin, although her skin had become tanned since she came to the desert. 

Subconsciously, she reached up and touched the band on her bicep, then her fingers moved to the collar at her throat. The dressings of a slave. Her hand dropped as if burned, and anger rose through her body. 

She had not been treated badly here, that she knew. And things could be a lot worse off for her. She knew that some of the girls she had been with were sold to brothels in the city, or purchased as concubines to wealthy men. They were all just girls when they reached this desert land. And yet- she wondered what happened to those that were taken with her. 

She gave thanks daily that she was given to the temple as an offering, and that the eunuchs there taught her the ways of worship and honoring the gods instead of spilling her blood on an altar, or sacrificing her at the death of a king, as she was told would happen on the voyage from home. 

But even though she was treated well here, she was still a slave. She had to do the bidding of the priests, and would be punished severely if she disobeyed. Coming back to herself, Soleil stood up, and moved quickly down the hall to finish her tasks. 

Once she had lit the last of the burners and lamps, she walked to the doors of the temple, and looked out at the city. The temple was set a little away from the city, closer to the burial grounds and the tombs of the wealthy and royal, also called mastabas. The priests of the Temple of Anubis were the caretakers of the dead, so they made their home close to the final resting places of those they oversaw. 

Soleil knew that the great river lay to the east, where the sun was just rising over the horizon, but she couldn't see it from the temple. The temple was set back from the road, and Soleil looked down a well-trod path to the city. The morning breeze was kicking up, dry and hot, blowing small amounts of sand around. 

She took a deep breath, smelling roasting meats and vegetables as the vendors prepared for the day. Carts pulled by merchants and donkeys, piled high with goods went down the road, both towards and away from the city. The ground the temple sat on was at a higher elevation than what the city was founded on. Soleil had a great view over the roofs of the tan adobe buildings. 

The part of the city that met the doors of the temple was not an affluent one. Trash was strewn along the roads, although it was common to see women out in front of their homes, attempting to sweep it away. Stray dogs and cats wandered the roads, and Soleil had been known to sneak scraps to them from the kitchen when she could. The rich dead were buried as neighbors to the living poor. Wasn't that just the way of it?

Taking one last look at the road where vendors were starting their day, she sighed, and turned back into the temple towards the kitchens. Since she had officially woken the priests for the day, she found herself bowing regularly and stepping aside for them as they moved about the temple for their prayers and beginning their daily tasks. Soleil wished for once that she'd receive the deference they demanded of her, but she knew that as a slave, she was not given the same courtesies as a free woman would receive. 

She saw one priest escorting an older woman and a younger man through the temple to a side chamber. The woman was clearly upset, her eyes swollen from crying. The younger man seemed to be supporting her weight as the priest escorted them. The woman and her son, Soleil was guessing, were there after the death of a loved one. The priest was taking them aside to discuss the process of interment. 

Looking at their clothes, they seemed wealthy. Their loved one would get their own mastaba, or tomb, then. If they had been poor, the loved one would have received the sacred rights, but then been buried in a grave in the ground. Separate from the rich. The woman began sobbing. Her anguished cries tore at Soleil. But she knew that there was nothing she could do to comfort the bereaved. 

Soleil put her head down in respect, and continued through the temple. The kitchen was at the back of the temple, where the cooks could easily dispose of food waste. Soleil spent a lot of time there as a young girl while the priests figured out the best place for her in the temple. She still remembered all of the recipes and helped out when needed. Since she would be taking offerings, she had a feeling that she'd get to help out a lot more again. 

The kitchen hadn't changed much since she came to the temple. A simple adobe room with compacted sand floors, it had a couple of work tables, a fire pit off to one side with a small oven cut in next to it. There were no windows in the kitchen, but there was a large opening at the back. At night, two large doors were bolted to keep out any animals that could be in the vicinity, but during the day, the doors remained open, letting in not only light, but air, too. The kitchen was quite warm, and even the hot breeze of the desert was welcome. 

Soleil walked through the door of the kitchen and saw one of the priests putting a loaf of bread into the oven cut into the wall next to the fire. Another priest was standing at a wooden table in the center of the room, cutting up fruit and vegetables that had been delivered that morning. He briefly looked up at Soleil's entrance and spared her a smile before returning to his work. A small man walked in the back entrance with a large leg of meat of some kind. He carried it over to the fire where he speared it on a long stick, and hung the joint on the spit above the flames to start cooking. 

Once he had completed his task, he wiped his hands on the cloth he carried in his belt and turned to Soleil. “Menkaure has informed me that you are to begin taking offerings to the mastabas and pyramids. Very good. Very good. You have always been a delight to have in the kitchen, Soleil. We welcome your help.” 

Soleil bowed to the priest. “I'm happy to be of service, Seti.” The priests of the temple took their names from kings of the past to honor their memory. Soleil stood up, and moved over to one of the work tables, picking up a knife, and assisting the younger priest in helping to cut fruit and vegetables. 

“Very good. Very good. Create a platter of food and wine. I'll take you to the mastaba you will be serving for now.” Having given his instruction, Seti turned away from Soleil, working on not only offerings for other mastabas, but also dinner for the temple. While some of the temple priests took their meals privately, most took theirs communally, and with some members of the surrounding community. Usually those that attended the meals were loved ones of those who had recently passed, and were not ready to get back to their daily lives. 

Soleil turned to her work companion and smiled. “It's good to work with you again.” Her companion nodded his head to Soleil in acknowledgement, smiling at her again. He was about the same age as Soleil, and was a very kind man. He had taken a vow of silence for the dead however, so he was not a great conversationalist. Both were silent as they continued their food prep, moving what they had cut to platters or bowls depending on if the food was for the temple or the dead. 

The bowl Soleil had chosen was very similar to the gold bowl she had used the night before. She knew how seriously the priests and the families took these offerings, and she wanted to respect their wishes and beliefs, even if she herself did not share them. 

While she found herself learning so much from the people around her, she did everything she could to keep to her old ways, and the old beliefs from home. Romans and Egyptians held many similar beliefs, but the Egyptians took the care of the dead to a whole new level. They truly believed that part of the soul lived in and walked the earth, communing with the living. Not to mention the elaborate funerary rites. 

Soleil cursed and stuck her finger in her mouth. That's what she got for daydreaming. She took her finger out of her mouth, and examined the small cut. It wasn't anything serious, but she had shed a few drops of blood onto the offering dish. She stared at the red drops for a moment, frowning. She knew that the dead were not opposed to blood offerings, and neither were the priests. Lambs, sheep, and cows were often sacrificed in the name of the dead. Human blood though, as she had come to learn, had not been shed in the name of the dead for many years. 

Soleil knew that her intentions were good and pure in these offerings, and that a few drops of her blood, proof of her dedication and work for the priests and the dead, would not offend. Seeing that her cut had already stopped bleeding, she turned her full attention back to the task at hand. She'd have plenty of time for daydreaming later. 

Once she was satisfied with her offering, she took it to Seti for inspection. Upon his approval, he had told Soleil to change her gown into the dress she used for celebrations. She returned to the kitchen in a pure white gown made of fine linen. It had gold stitching at the neck and shoulders, and also at the hem. Sleeveless, the gown allowed her to show off her toned arms, but also showed her slave bands off as well. 

Knowing that she was as much a part of the offering as the food, Soleil had taken some extra time with her appearance, putting what few cosmetics the priest allowed her to good use. She had rebraided her hair and added some extra gold beads. She also wore a simple gold circlet on her brow. She looked like a queen. 

She was still barefoot, another sign of her enslavement, with the bangles at her ankles making noise every step she took. She lowered her head as she walked. While she felt beautiful and powerful, she had little reminders at all times of who and what she was. 

Soleil stepped back into the kitchen feeling somewhat dejected. Even Seti’s compliments on her beauty rolled off her like water off the feathers of the ibis. Soleil walked over to the work table and gathered her offering bowl, awaiting further instruction. 

Seti walked over to the open doorway, motioning for Soleil to follow. He stopped at the opening and waited for her. “Do you see that large mastaba between here and the pyramids? It stands a bit taller than the rest.” Seti pointed in the direction of the pyramids, and turned to look at Soleil. 

“I do.” The mastaba was hard to miss. It stood several feet taller than the others, and where many of those were made from simple adobe, this one was carved from fine stone. It shone white in the midday sun. 

“That is the tomb of Djo. It is to his tomb you will be bringing offerings.” Seti said the name with some reverence, but Soleil did not recognize it. It was of no matter to her though. One tomb would be just as good as any other she supposed. 

“Is it laid out like the standard mastaba?” Soleil knew that all mastabas had similar parts to them- an entrance which led to the prayer room and altar, a room off of the chapel with a carved representation of the deceased’s ka, the part of the soul that could commune with the living, and then a sealed door, behind which lay the sarcophagus and mummified remains of the tomb’s resident. 

“Yes. It is a bit larger than most, but all of the same parts. Not like the pyramids where you could easily get lost.” Seti turned to look Soleil over once more. He nodded his head, satisfied by what he saw. He held his arm out the door, welcoming Soleil to step out, and into a new phase of her life at the temple. 
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Chapter Five
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Soleil took a breath and stepped out onto the sand. She felt momentarily blinded by the bright sun, but headed in the direction of Djo’s mastaba, knowing that her eyes would adjust. The sand felt like fire under her feet, and she was very much looking forward to getting over to the mastabas where there would be a bit of shade. 
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