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        A new job is exactly what Hotep needs to prove himself as a capable Priest of Anubis.

      

        

      
        When Hotep arrived in Paris, he knew the job ahead of him was going to be a difficult one, but even he had no idea that it was going to be a challenging and emotional journey, or that he'd have to face it with only his sacred jackal for support.

      

        

      
        All of that changes when he meets Khai, a Priest of Thoth assigned to help with uncovering the names of bodies who were abandoned in the catacombs beneath the city. The two of them soon start working together, and discovering that they work might not be the only thing they have in common.

      

        

      
        Hotep might be about to discover that Paris holds the answers to more than just his future career.

        -

        Burial of Bones 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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            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.
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      Winter sun shines as I make my way to the mortuary, and I pull my coat tighter around myself. It's so much colder than back home, and I have no idea how my friends stand living somewhere with this kind of weather all the time. Maybe the weather is better in the British Isles than it is in France, but somehow, I doubt it.

      My jackal doesn't seem to care as much as I do, and races around as if he's having the best time. Cyno's paws don't seem to have any problem with gaining traction on the icy path. It's good for him to run off some energy before we get to the mortuary, and we have to become everything that an Anubis Blessed Priest and a sacred jackal should be.

      "Cyno, come," I call to him.

      He trots straight over and falls into step beside me, holding his head high as we enter the mortuary.

      I nod to a couple of the attendants, feeling a bit weird that I'm their boss when several of them are older than me. While I'm the only Blessed back home, this is something new. I've never had an assistant before, never mind an entire team working under me.

      I head towards the large board on the right hand wall of the room, the one that contains all of the information we have on the seventy-six bodies that were found abandoned in the catacombs under the city despite the fact that they were supposed to be mummified. My stomach constricts at the sight. I might be in charge of finding out who they are and ensuring that they all get the burials that have been taken from them, but that hasn't made me immune to the reminders of what happened. All of these people should have had the burials they paid for. They should be happily in Duat with their loved ones, living a life of peace and harmony. They shouldn't be sitting in a mortuary in a state of decay that makes the whole process much harder.

      Footsteps sound, and I turn in time to see Sepa approach.

      "Good morning," I say with what I hope is a friendly smile. I don't really feel like being joyous right now, but I do want to make a good impression on the people I'm going to have to work with for a long time yet. I suspect I'll be in Paris for another year at least. Potentially more.

      "Morning, Hotep," my assistant responds.

      "What have we got on today?" I ask.

      "Number thirty-four should be done with their mummification today," he says.

      "All right." I move down the wall to where the clipboard with the number on it is hanging. I reach out to pull off the overview sheet, something that will tell me everything I need to know. I scan over the information, nodding along. It's a reasonably simple one, mostly because we've been able to identify the person in question. He was also supposed to have the most basic level of traditional mummification, which meant that increasing the level of service he got has been easy. "Have the family told us their wishes for the funeral?" I ask.

      He nods. "You've got a meeting with them tomorrow about it, but that should be a case of getting the final details sorted. The funeral planner has done the rest."

      "Great, thank you. Did everything I need for the Opening of the Mouth ceremony arrive?"

      "I'm picking up your robe from the tailor today," he says. "Then you'll have everything you need."

      "Good, thank you. That'll mean I don't need to keep borrowing my equipment from the general store." I'm sure the Sem Priests don't mind me doing as much, particularly not when I'm currently here to make the situation better, but it will be good not to have to bother them every time I have a funeral to preside over, and that will likely be a fair few over the next year or so. "What else do we have going on today?"

      "It's business as usual for the most part. The new priest you've requested from the Temple of Thoth is arriving to help with the names of the remaining bodies."

      I nod. It's difficult to have much hope when so many of them remain nameless, even after I've been doing this for a few months already. The fact the mummifications that Ani and Nik started for me are already over says just how long that's been. Hopefully, the Priests of Thoth will be able to help. "Are they Blessed?"

      "I'm not sure," Sepa responds. "I was just told to expect someone."

      The door to the mortuary opens and I look over to see a man I don't recognise stepping inside. He doesn't look much older than me, which doesn't mean much in the temple hierarchy when people like me exist. And from what I've heard, the Temple of Thoth has an even more complicated structure of priests.

      I take a deep breath and head over in the newcomer's direction. Even from this distance, I can see that he's handsome. Tall and lean, like a swimmer, and with sandy blond hair that's not usual back home. I shake myself out of it. Here is not the place to be thinking about someone like that. There are far too many dead bodies in the immediate vicinity for that.

      I clear my throat when I get to him. "Good morning," I say in my best Egyptian, wishing I were confident enough to at least greet him in his native language, but I've not mastered that yet.

      He smiles, the gesture reaching his eyes. "Morning," he responds with a slightly lilted accent to his Egyptian.

      "I'm guessing you must be the new Priest of Thoth joining us?" I ask.

      He nods and holds out his hand. "I'm Khai."

      "Hotep," I respond. "I mean, I'm Blessed Priest Hotep, I'm in charge here." I take his hand and give it a shake, trying not to feel too flustered by him. I'd love to say that I'm not normally like this around this when I find someone attractive, but I don't think I'm quite as smooth as I want to be.

      "Blessed Priest." He dips his head and lets go of my hand.

      "Hotep is fine," I say quickly. "Unless you'd rather I addressed you by your title."

      "It might get confusing if you did, I imagine there are a lot of priests here."

      "You're not Blessed?" There's no covering up my surprise.

      "I'm working on it," he responds with a smile to show there are no hard feelings. Or I hope that's what it means.

      "So, would you like me to show you around the mortuary?" I ask.

      "Do you have time for that?" he asks. "I'm sure you have a lot of duties to attend to."

      "Nothing urgent," I respond, gesturing for him to step further into the mortuary. "And nothing as important as making sure a member of the team knows where everything is."

      "Then I'd be glad of a tour." He flashes me a friendly smile.

      "This is Cyno, by the way," I say, gesturing to my jackal. "You'll either find him glued to my side, or in a patch of sun."

      "I can't imagine there's a lot of that around in Paris at this time of year."

      "Mmm. He doesn't seem to mind the change of temperature too much. I miss the sun though."

      Khai laughs. "I imagine I would if I came from somewhere warmer. You get used to Parisian weather though."

      "I guess I'll be finding out. I'm going to be here for a while. Okay, so I guess the best place to start is to ask what you know about our operation here already?" I'm a little nervous about his answer, especially as it might reveal what kind of thing people around Paris are saying about it.

      "Not much," he admits. "Just what the papers have been talking about. There were bodies discovered abandoned in the catacombs under the city, and they were all supposed to have been mummified."

      "That's pretty much it," I admit. "The discovery was a few months ago, and the Temple of Ma'at has been investigating since. We don't have anything to do with that part of the situation. My job in Paris is to make sure that all of the recovered bodies we've found get the mummification rites due to them."

      "And their identities restored," Khai says.

      "Mmm. That's where you come in. We've identified a few of the bodies, but they're mostly the more recent ones. We need someone with more expertise at looking through the records and making sense of them."

      He nods. "How many are there?"

      "Bodies in total? Seventy-six, though we've already completed the mummifications of a few of them, they've been given burials worthy of them." A hint of anger sparks within me, like it usually does when I think about the priests who denied these people the mummifications they requested. Someone's last wishes are sacred, and they shouldn't be ignored.

      "Seventy-six is a lot."

      "It's seventy-six more than it should have been," I say. "Anyway, this is where you'll find all of the information about them." I gesture towards the wall where the clipboards are all hanging. When I look at them like this, it's somewhat overwhelming. There are so many people who need our help and attention, and I'm not sure how we're going to manage.

      I lift down one of the boards and hand it to him. He takes it from me, an expression of intense concentration on his face as he scans over the information on the front.

      "So all of them have this sheet," I say, tapping it. "That will tell you if we know their name, and any other information we have about them. Sometimes we have serial numbers from things like hip replacements. That's also on there."

      "I see that. What's this?" He taps the clipboard.

      "What's what?" I lean in so I can see. "Oh, that's the log number. It's what we attach to everything to do with the person's mummification. So at the moment, most of those numbers will just refer to one of the bone boxes."

      "Dare I ask?"

      I swallow hard and turn, gesturing towards the row of boxes that line the back of the room. "They're what you think they are."

      He steps forward, a look of horror on his face. "Each of those boxes is bones?"

      I nod. "It's not even all of them, we've managed to piece some of the skeletons back together already."

      The blood has drained from Khai's face as he looks at them. "Skeletons," he whispers.

      "Unfortunately, yes. We're doing what we can for them, and they'll get to the afterlife."

      "You're certain of that?" he asks.

      "Yes." The word comes out more firmly than I expect it to. "We've only done a couple of funerals so far, but I've felt their souls during the Opening of the Mouth ceremony. There would be no reason for me to be able to do that if their fate was already sealed."

      "So they've just been trapped here ever since they died?" There's a note of horror in his voice, which is entirely fair. I've heard it from a lot of the people I've been working with over the past few months.

      "I don't know. The dead can visit the Land of the Living even if they've passed on," I respond. "So maybe they passed on and came back." Even as I say the words, I know they feel false.

      "I can see why this is something you requested more help on."

      I nod. "Anything you can do to help give these people their names back is appreciated. I know it's a lot to ask..."

      "It's my job," he says, cutting me off. "You're not asking me for anything I haven't agreed to."

      I let out a sigh of relief. I know that's why he's here in theory, but every time someone new joins the team, I worry that I'm not going to be able to convince them of the importance of what we're doing.

      That doesn't seem like it's going to be the case with Khai, and for that I'm grateful.
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