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            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rai has always loved jackals, but can she survive losing one?

      

        

      
        As the daughter of the London Temple of Anubis Jackal Master, Rai has known exactly what she wants to do when she becomes a priest. Between her new duties as an apprentice, a budding relationship, and her determination to succeed her father, her life is busy.

      

        

      
        When the worst happens and one of her beloved jackals becomes sick, she realises she has more to deal with than she ever imagined she'd need to. Rai will have to lean on everyone she holds dear in order to survive the pain within her.

      

        

      
        Can the mummification process bring her the peace she craves?

        -

        Heart of Jackals is a standalone set in the Egyptian Empire series. It is an urban fantasy set in an alternative version of London where the Egyptian Empire never fell.

      

        

      
        If you love Egyptian mythology, alternative worlds, temple politics, and workplace romances, you should start The Egyptian Empire world books today!
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            Content Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Heart of Jackals deals with grief over the loss of an animal. Please read with caution if that is an upsetting subject to you. I wrote Heart of Jackals after Ariana Jade & I lost our dog, Fudgestick, as part of my grieving process.
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            A Brief Note

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      For Fudgestick, and the pawprint you've left in our hearts.
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      The door into the jackalry creaks a little as I push it open, and I make a note to tell my dad so that he can have it fixed. But not today. There are many more important things on both of our minds today.

      The moment I'm inside the room, a jackal races across to me, her tongue hanging out of her mouth in her excitement.

      I don't have a single care for my dress as I crouch down in front of her and tickle the spot behind her ears that she loves. "Hello, Sati," I say as she pushes her head further into my hands.

      She looks at me with a hopeful expression on her face.

      "You can't come with me today," I say, secretly glad that she's not. I don't think I'd be able to deal with saying goodbye to her because she became the jackal of an Anubis Blessed. Not having Sati's curious face around the jackalry every day would darken my days.

      Footsteps sound and I look up to see my dad approaching. "Morning, sweetheart," he says with a smile.

      "Hi, Dad." I get to my feet and attempt to dust the jackal hairs off my dress, but there's no helping it. All of my clothes are covered in jackal hair, there's no avoiding it when I live here.

      "You look so grown up," Dad says, his eyes misting up as he looks at me.

      "I'm just me," I murmur, smoothing out the crisp white linen of my dress. I'm not used to wearing anything as fancy as this, but today is the Day of Choosing, and there are certain expectations that come with attending the day, especially on Temple Street. I may not be Legacy Blessed, but I'm the daughter of one of the most important priests at the Temple of Anubis.

      "It's not just you. You're eighteen now."

      "I've been eighteen for several months," I point out.

      "True, but today you're going to become an apprentice priestess," he says. "Your mum would be so proud of you, Rai."

      I manage a weak smile even as my heart hurts. I wish that she were still here to see me today.

      "What needs doing?" I ask, looking around the jackalry and wanting to change the subject.

      "Nothing, we're ready to set off. Do you want to come with us, or do you want to head out on your own?"

      "I can come with you," I respond. "If that's okay."

      "I know the jackals would like that," he says.

      I nod eagerly.

      "All right, then we should really get going." He gestures towards the front door where a row of five jackals is waiting, tended by one of the other jackalry priests.

      I have no idea how they're so well-behaved right now. It's not that any of our jackals are particularly naughty, but they do tend to be boisterous. Maybe Anubis connects with them on a day like this and tells them that they're to be calm and stately.

      Dad nods towards the other priest, who opens the door and steps through, the jackals following him in a neat line.

      A bout of nerves overtakes me. I've helped Dad with the Day of Choosing for the past few years, even if I haven't been officially working for the Temple of Anubis, but this year is different. This is the year that I'm going for myself, to put myself in front of the gods and find out if any of them have chosen me to be their Blessed.

      I glance at the jackals walking along in front of me.

      I might be the only person today who is hoping I don't become one of the gods' Blessed. I know it's an honour, but it will stop me from working with the jackals.

      "Will five jackals be enough?" I ask Dad as we pass through the temple. A few people stop to look, but most continue with their day.

      He chuckles. "We're unlikely to even need one jackal," he points out. "It's only been a few years since the Blessed Priestess was chosen, we're not going to have another any time soon. Certainly not in my lifetime. Perhaps during your tenure as Master of Jackals."

      "That might not be possible," I murmur. "The gods might have other plans for me."

      "They might," Dad responds. "And if they do, I know whichever temple you end up working for is going to be the luckiest on Temple Street."

      "I just hope it's Anubis." I look up at the huge statues that adorn either side of the entrance to the Primary London Temple of Anubis, wondering if any of what I feel is a god-induced draw to the temple. I don't think it is. I've never felt a strong pull to be involved in the mummification process, which is most of what priests do at the temple. But I do feel one to the jackals.

      I look between each of them with us in turn, wondering if any will be leaving us to take their place at the side of their new Blessed masters. I'm still not completely over saying goodbye to Matia a few years ago. She still comes to the jackalry for grooming, but it's not the same as having her there all the time. But this is the way things are. The sacred animals make the will of the gods known and become the companions of the Blessed.

      Temple Street is buzzing with noise. Some of it is coming from the other eighteen-year-olds heading to discover their fate. But the rest of it is coming from the sheer numbers of animals being moved from their home temples to the one where the Day of Choosing is held.

      The lions from the Temple of Maahes are walking like the jackals, with their proud manes illuminated by the early autumn sun. There's a squawk from the left, and I look over to see some of the Nephthys Blessed heading towards the temple. Their own sacred kites are either flying above them or perched on their shoulders. I grimace at the sight. The fully-grown birds are large, and I can't imagine the backache. The kites that might be choosing new Blessed today are in a large wicker cage.

      They're not the only birds around, either. There are hawks for Horus, geese for Geb, kestrels for Isis, and even an ibis for Thoth. The latter is something of a surprise. Most of the Thoth Blessed are chosen after years of research rather than eighteen, though it isn't unheard of.

      Our jackals hold their heads high, showing themselves off to the people around us. While most of the people on the streets are either already priests or hoping to join the temples today, they aren't the only ones here. Everywhere I look, there are members of the public standing and watching what's going on. There's even a young couple about my age sitting on the bench opposite the Temple of Seth. They must not be attending any of the other Day of Choosing ceremonies in other parts of the city either. It's a strange concept to me. I've always thought about joining the priesthood, especially with my dad having been a priest the whole time.

      The temple arrives in front of us, and the priest at the front of the procession leads us around to the back, where all of the Animal Masters are congregating. It's noisy and smelly.

      We ignore the pens for the other gods and make our way to the one marked as belonging to Anubis. Once the jackals are inside, my dad pulls across the front of the pen, keeping them in place until it's time for the sacred animals to be called during the ceremony.

      "You should head around to the other side now," Dad says.

      "Right, yes." I take a deep breath. "It's going to be strange being on that side."

      He chuckles. "You'll be back on this side next year," he assures me.

      "Hopefully." I don't want to think about the possibility of not being back here as an Apprentice of Anubis. Though technically, this time next year, I'll have actually been ordained and will be a full priestess.

      But only if I'm selected to serve the temple, or am Blessed by Anubis. I'm hopeful for the former. Growing up in the temple gave me an advantage when it came to my exams in the subjects that matter when it comes to getting into the priesthood, and I have to hope that, having known most of the people on the selection committee for so long, they'll know that I'm a good choice, especially with the jackals.

      "Good luck," Dad says.

      I give him a nervous smile and wave as I head out of the animal enclosures and around to the front, where the destiny of the prodigy of London's elite priests is going to be decided.
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      I check the time and curse myself for risking being late on my first day of official work. It's just an easy mistake when I live so close.

      I get to the bottom of the stairs to find my dad waiting for me. He smiles the moment he sees me, and I can tell that he's already getting emotional.

      "If your mum could see you now..."

      "She'd probably tell me that I should have tried to get a job at another temple," I respond.

      Dad chuckles. "Probably. But anyone could see that you were destined for the Temple of Anubis the moment that you saw your first jackal. And the temple chose you."

      "They did." I'm still relieved that I wasn't Blessed, and that the Temple of Anubis does want to employ me. "It probably helps that you're the Jackal Master here."

      "True. Now, go show them why you're a good pick for the job." He leans in and kisses my forehead, making me feel like I'm five years old again, but in the best way. "I'll see you at dinner, sweetheart."
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