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        The Pharaoh's arrival is going to make everything more complicated for Ani.

      

        

      
        With Iset's arrival imminent, Ani has to do everything she can in order to ensure she represents her temple and her country to the best of her ability.

      

        

      
        But life as London's Head Anubis Blessed is never quiet, and there are soon other things demanding Ani's attention that aren't as easily managed as visiting royalty.

        -

        Banquet of the Crown is book 20 in The Apprentice of Anubis, an urban fantasy series based on Egyptian mythology and featuring an established couple, a jackal familiar, and the duties of an embalmer.

      

        

      
        If you love Egyptian mythology, alternative versions of the modern day, temple politics, slow-burn workplace romance, and a world where the gods are real, then start the Apprentice Of Anubis series today with Apprentice Of The Dead.
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      Feast of the Valley

      

      With everything regarding the death of Nik's father behind them, Ani and Nik turn their attention to their next challenge: Ani becoming a manager. This involves deciding on the staff to join her new Blessed Department, and guiding Berenice and Esi (the two Apprentice Anubis Blessed at the London Temple). She extends offers to Ibi, Dhara, and Tua (Dhara's best friend) to work as a funeral planner, mummification assistant, and funerary assistant, respectively. Nik recommends Khair for the position of the department's accountant, saying that they helped him with his maths homework when he was younger.

      Ani and Nik head to a meeting with the High Priest of Amun about the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, which Ani is hosting for the first time now that she's Head Blessed of the British Isles. She's introduced to the Blessed Priests of Tamesis and Thames, who are both also taking part in the ceremony. She's a little intimidated by the fact that these people are now her peers, but holds her own.

      During a meeting with Berenice and Esi, it becomes clear that Berenice is also lashing out at her fellow apprentice and isn't just flirting with Nik and being a bit funny with Ani. Khafre assures Ani that Berenice is fine with him and he can handle her, but gives her advice on what to do about her. Ani also asks what he thinks of the apprentices' skills, giving her an idea of what the future of her Blessed Department will look like. Despite her personal feelings towards Berenice, Ani is pleased to hear that she might be interested in the funeral side of things, something she has no interest in doing much of herself.

      As the Blessed are preparing for the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, Berenice oversteps the line and flirts with Nik. Ani asks to speak to her and tells her that she has to stop being flirtatious with Nik, and putting both Ani and Esi down. Berenice accuses Ani of being jealous, which Ani responds to a little unprofessionally, much to her frustration. Berenice leaves the room, and Ani relaxes slightly but is worried she's made things worse.

      Ani and Nik have dinner with her parents, where they talk about the Pharaoh's upcoming visit and the fact that they might be able to bring them with them to one of the banquets. Ani's mum is a little freaked out by that and asks what she'll wear, at which point Ani assures her that they'll go shopping and she can borrow some of Ani's jewels, which she feels a little awkward about offering to her mum. They also discuss Ani's parents' recent trip to Ani's estate in Egypt.

      They go through the festival, which Berenice does behave at. The Blessed Priestess from the Temple of Tamesis (a Thames River Goddess) tells Ani that she admires how she looks so composed all of the time, to which Ani assures her that she's not and she's very nervous, but Akela tells her that no one can tell.

      While enjoying the feast with her parents, Nik's mother (Miane) approaches and says that she's ready to go and see Ahmose at his tomb. Nik says he won't be going. When Miane says that Nik should be with family, Ani's mum defends him and says that Nik is with family. Nik appreciates it, but does say that Ani has Blessed duties. Miane repeats a line about family, to which he responds that Ani is his family.

      Ani and Nik head down to the catacombs at the London Temple of Anubis burial grounds because Ani expressed sadness over those with no one visiting them for the festival and wanting to not leave them alone. While in the catacombs, she opens up her Blessed Sense to those around her, feeling the souls of the dead respond, as well as the approval of Anubis in her stomach. She pushes herself too far, almost collapsing when Nik tells her that she's done enough.

      Ani ends up taking three days off work, and she's annoyed about all of them. Nik tells her that she needs bed rest and insists on her not doing anything. They also talk about his feelings towards fatherhood, even if they are consistent in their childfree choice (this is something they check in with regularly as part of their relationship, but their opinions are unchanged on it). Once she returns to work, Ani interviews Khair and offers them a position in the department, and has a meeting with Hori, where they officially set up the department.

      Ani looks forward to weeks of nothing needing her attention, to which Nik reminds her of Iset's impending visit.

      If you want to read the What Happened Before for books 1-18, you can on my website: https://books.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/what-happened-before-apprentice
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      Being at the Temple of Ma'at is always intimidating to me, even more so when it's the one in Paris and I can't understand what the people around me are saying unless they switch to Egyptian. Thankfully, the Priestesses of Ma'at who had questioned me about what we'd discovered in the catacombs spoke fluent Egyptian, just like most members of the priesthood do. It definitely makes things easier when I'm in foreign temples.

      I lean back in my seat and look at the wall paintings. They're a slightly different style to those in the temples at home, but I'm not sure if that's a Paris thing, or a Paris Temple of Ma'at thing. It's hard to believe it's nearly a year since we first arrived in Paris and started hunting for the thing that Khafre thought was wrong about the temple. I'm not surprised that we found it. My mentor knows what he's talking about.

      Matia puts her head on my knee and lets out a whine, bringing my thoughts back to the present.

      "We'll be done soon," I promise her. "Nik's in there now, and then it's our turn." I'm not sure why we can't read through our statements about finding the bodies in the catacombs under Paris, but I'm not about to start questioning the Temple of Ma'at. I know better than that.

      Matia looks up at me with eyes that seem to be asking for something. She's probably just bored, but the temple isn't exactly built with jackals in mind.

      Luckily, the door opposite us opens, and Nik steps out of it looking exhausted. I don't blame him. Just being here is draining. I know we haven't done anything wrong, but there's a part of me that feels like I have. I can't imagine how terrifying this place must be if someone has committed a crime.

      I get to my feet even as Matia skitters away from me and over to Nik, pushing her head under his hands for attention.

      "Have you missed me?" he asks her.

      She lets out a yip, making me look around to make sure we're not drawing too much attention or making a scene. I don't want anyone thinking that I'm rude.

      No one is paying us any attention, so I always take the opportunity to lean in and kiss Nik on the cheek. "How did it go?"

      "Fine," he responds. "They just went over a summary of the statements we've made and had me sign it now that the priests behind the body abandonment are starting to go to trial."

      "I can't believe it's taken so long."

      He chuckles. "It was barely a year ago."

      "Even so, I'm still worried that I'm going to have forgotten everything." I reach down to scratch Matia behind the ears.

      "I don't think I'm ever going to forget finding those bodies." A haunted expression crosses his face, and I reach out to touch his arm.

      "I wish we could have done more," I say.

      Nik raises an eyebrow. "You mean more than finding them, reporting the problem, telling the Temple of Ma'at everything we knew, and getting Hotep to come to Paris so he can give the people the burials they deserve."

      "They deserved respect and the burials they paid for the first time."

      A smile twists at Nik's lips. "And there's your righteousness."

      "There's nowhere better for it."

      "Maybe a little humility is good when you're about to go in and speak to Ma'at's priests," he responds.

      I sigh. "I know. And my nerves are going to get the better of me the moment I get inside the room."

      "You'll be fine," he assures me. "You've been dealing with the Temple of Ma'at for years. Knowing you, you might come out with a friend."

      I roll my eyes. "I don't make friends everywhere."

      "No, just places like the palace," he teases.

      "Don't remind me, I know we're going to be straight into preparing for Iset's visit when we get back."

      "Put it out of your mind. We're here for a couple of days, and after we're done here, we don't have anything on. We can go visit Hotep in the mortuary, and I do mean visit, you're not going to get in the way of his work."

      "Pfft, like you're not going to spend hours quizzing him about his new mummification techniques for your book."

      "That's research, not work."

      I smile, but know that he's not going to hold me to it and will let me help Hotep if our friend agrees that I can. But before I can say something about it, I catch the scribe walking towards us.

      I pull away from Nik and put on my best Blessed face.

      "They'll see you now," the scribe says in Egyptian, reminding me that I need to make the switch myself. It's certainly become easier for me to do after spending time in both Cairo and Paris, though I wish my language skills were stronger.

      "Thank you."

      Nik reaches for my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze, sending me the luck he doesn't need or want to say out loud to me.

      I hold my head high and follow the scribe, with Matia trotting along beside me. I stretch out my fingers so I can brush them against the short fur of her head. Anubis stays quiet, which isn't a surprise. He doesn't always have a lot to say, especially when I'm dealing with one of the other gods.

      The scribe shows me to a room decorated with reliefs of Ma'at and her priests going about the business of justice. Another scribe sits in the corner, ready to take notes, while a Ma'at Blessed pair sit at the front of the room.

      I take my place at the seat in the middle, with Matia sitting beside me. Without meaning to, I find myself feeling guilty that Nik had to do this alone. He doesn't have the advantage of a sacred jackal always following him around.

      "Would you state your name for the record?" the Blessed Priest on the right asks.

      Nerves flutter in my stomach even though I've done this before. "Ankhesenamun, Blessed Priestess..." I trail off, realising that I've gotten my title wrong. I clear my throat. "Sorry, recent promotion. I'm Ankhesenamun, Head Blessed of Anubis for the British Isles, Favoured of the Pharaoh, and Steward of the Four Hills River." I feel ridiculous saying it, but there's no denying that's who I am at this point.

      The Ma'at Blessed Priestess on the left gave me a nod, though maybe it's aimed at the scribe in the corner. I'm not entirely sure about that, but it makes sense. There must be some way for them to communicate whether I'm telling the truth or not.

      "Would you read through this statement?" the Ma'at Blessed asks, holding out a large piece of parchment.

      I take it from them and look over the words. They dance on the page, but I force myself to focus, reaching down to touch Matia's head in the hope that she can help centre me. It works when I want to use my Blessed Sense, and I think that's rubbed off on the rest of my life.

      I read each paragraph carefully, considering it against what I've said about finding the abandoned bodies in the catacombs under Paris in my last interactions with the Temple of Ma'at here. Anger builds up inside me at the reminder. Priests who worked for my god are the ones who are being tried for this. People who swore that they were going to protect the dead and help them move on to Duat. Instead, they betrayed those people and left them to languish where they should never have been in the first place.

      "This is a true accounting," I say as I put the sheet down.

      "Thank you for your testimony, Head Blessed," the priest says.

      I give him a tight smile, not used to people calling me that, even though I know it's the accurate title for my position.

      "Please sign at the bottom of the page, and acknowledge that you understand this will form part of the permanent records of the case and will remain with the Temple of Ma'at records even once you have journeyed from the Land of the Living to Duat."

      "I understand," I respond. In a lot of ways, that's a good thing. If people look at these records in a hundred years, they'll read my name and titles, ultimately remembering me. That will put me in good standing for my stay in the afterlife.

      Not that I'm going to have many problems with being remembered. My likeness is already shown on multiple wall paintings, and that's not even including the ones in my own tomb.

      I pick up the traditional scribe's reed, wishing I had something less messy with which to write my name, especially when I'm still getting used to the additional hieroglyphics that have been added for my Head Blessed status. I work slowly, making sure to make the lines as crisp as possible, while Matia waits patiently by my side. This is important, and I don't want any of the priests who disrespected so many people to get away with any of what they did because my signature isn't right.

      "There, done," I say as I set the reed down.

      "Thank you, Head Blessed," the priest says. "We'll be in touch should we need more from you."

      I nod, hoping that this will be the last of it. Not because I mind helping the Temple of Ma'at bring justice to the men who had brought so much pain to Paris, but because I'm aware of all the things I'm supposed to be doing in London that I'm not because I'm having to be here in Paris.

      But at least we're going to be able to have a chance for a couple of days off before we head back to the hecticness that's bound to come from having Iset visit London.
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      Chatter from around the restaurant reaches my ears, but it isn't too outrageous. Which is to be expected when this is one of the most sought-after reservations in Paris. The prices show it too, but I know that none of us are going to have an issue with it, especially with two of us being Blessed.

      Matia lounges with Cyno in a special alcove on the left-hand side of the table, designed for Blessed animals to spend time in while their priests eat. A quick glance around the room confirms that Hotep and I aren't the only ones who have brought companions. There are a few birds around the room, and a snake or two, though nothing bigger than that tonight. Judging from some of the other alcoves, they're set up to accommodate them.

      A waiter appears and sets down several dishes in the middle of the table for the four of us to share. The delicious smells make my mouth water, and I realise I'm more than a little bit hungry.

      I'm not the only one, and Matia sits up, looking expectantly at the table and considering whether she should leave the cosy alcove she's sharing with the other jackal to beg Nik for food. Luckily, she doesn't have to make the choice as the waiter brings the two jackals bowls of their own. Each is full to the brim with chicken and other things that they find tasty but I wouldn't want to eat.

      I turn back to the table in time to catch Hotep doing the same as I am. We share a look and both start laughing. This is what I love about spending time with the other Anubis Blessed, he understands things that other people don't.

      "Do you think we'll ever stop checking on them?" he asks.

      "Definitely not. I don't think Nik will stop feeding Matia under the table either," I respond, leaning towards my husband so he knows that I'm teasing him.

      "She's hard to resist," Nik responds. "I'm sure Khai will understand soon enough."

      Hotep's new boyfriend laughs. "It's already hard to refuse when Cyno wants to be on the bed in the morning," he says in perfect Egyptian, which is befitting of a Priest of Thoth.

      "Welcome to being in a relationship with an Anubis Blessed," Nik jokes.
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