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        The celebration of the dead has arrived.

      

        

      
        With the Beautiful Feast of the Valley around the corner, Ani has her hands full. Between meetings where she feels out of her depth and complicated preparations that have to be done precisely right, there's a lot of pressure on her.

      

      

      
        
        And it only gets worse when she has to deal with another Blessed who wants to do anything other than listen to Ani's instructions.

        Does she have what it takes to make the festival run smoothly?

        -

        Feast of the Valley is book 19 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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      Silence of the Grave

      With Ahmose mummified, Ani and Nik's attention turns to the next part of the process, his funeral. Ani is dreading the Opening of the Mouth ceremony, and is worried about what might happen if Ahmose can sense her personal feelings towards him while she's connected to his soul. She's also worrying about Nik and how he's doing when it comes to his grief over his father, though he assures her that he's fine.

      With the Beautiful Feast of the Valley coming up, Ani finds that she's having to take her place as the Head Blessed of the London Temple. With two Blessed Apprentices and Khafre under her command, she struggles a little with leadership, especially as Berenice seems to have some kind of idea about what she and Nik could be thanks to Ahmose previously saying they should marry, while Esi is overeager to please. Khafre mostly finds it amusing to watch her try to deal with the younger Blessed. When she asks for Hori's advice, he suggests that she works out where her feelings are coming from regarding Berenice. If the problem between them is personal, then that's how she needs to approach it, but if it's a professional issue, then she has to approach it from the position of being Berenice's boss (which she is.)

      When the day of the funeral arrives, Ani is surprised to discover her parents at her front door, and they announce that they've come in order to support Nik, referring to him as part of their family (which her mum does several more times throughout the funeral). While Ani initially feels a little awkward about that, she soon realises how touched she is that her parents have come to support them both.

      The Opening of the Mouth goes without a hitch, though Ani later tells Hori that he needs to have equipment made that suits priestesses, as currently it all is designed for men, to which he agrees. At the funeral banquet, Ani meets Berenice's mother, and realises she knows her already. The two of them get on well, and Berenice's mother gives Ani multiple compliments, implying that none of Berenice's issues are coming from there.

      Ani and her mum exchange a few words, including her mum reassuring her that she fully supports her career. When Miane (Nik's mother) is introduced, the two of them are at odds with one another, particularly when Ani's mum stands up for both Ani and Nik. Miane underlines how unusual it is for someone without any connections to be chosen as Anubis Blessed, clearly indicating that she doesn't think that she should have been chosen. Ani's mum defends her, and when Nik finds out, he's angry, but Ani calms him down, knowing that there's nothing that can be done about it, and that she doesn't want to make things worse between Nik and Miane than they already are.

      While tending to the mummification of Ibi's grandmother, Ani feels her Blessed Sense for the first time since she started working on Ahmose's funeral rites, causing relief. While she knew that she hadn't been forsaken thanks to Matia's continued presence, she was worried about Anubis' silence.

      Ani talks to Hori about setting up an official Blessed department within the temple, transferring Nik to it officially, and with the intention of offering others jobs there too, including Ibi, who she intends to be her funeral planner.

      With the funeral behind them, Ani and Nik talk about taking a well-deserved holiday, only for their plans to be put on hold when Nik tells her that Iset is planning a state visit to London shortly after the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, for which Ani would be expected to be here. Ani is a little reluctant about this (and about the upcoming meeting with the High Priest of Amun) because while she likes Iset as a person, she knows that Iset as the Pharaoh is a whole different matter. But she isn't going to say no.

      If you want to read the What Happened Before for books 1-17, you can on my website: https://books.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/what-happened-before-apprentice
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      My desk is littered with files, all of them including the details of someone that Hori is suggesting might be a good fit for a position within the Blessed department of the London Temple of Anubis.

      The Blessed Department.

      Barely three and a half years ago, there wasn't any need for such a thing because there were no Blessed in the country. And then I was chosen. And now, two more Apprentice Blessed who are my charges, whether I want them to be or not, make up my fledgling department. Unless one of them decides to move to another temple, it's going to be a busy place for the Blessed going forward.

      Matia lets out a loud snore from where she's lying on her bed, not having a care in the world. At least she's enjoying the perks that come with the position.

      I let out a sigh and drop the folder I'm looking over onto the table.

      "No?" Nik asks.

      "They're fine," I murmur, picking up my tea and taking a sip, only to grimace when I realise it's cold.

      Nik gets up and takes the cup without me even saying anything, heading over to where he's had the forethought to bring a kettle into the office. I'm not sure why it's taken us a couple of years to figure out that we can do that, but it's definitely an improvement.

      "What's going on in your head?" he asks as he waits for the water to boil.

      I sigh. "I just want to pick the right people," I respond. "Hori said that we've never had a Blessed department here before, which means I have to do it right."

      "Or that you can't do it wrong." Nik pours water into fresh mugs.

      "We both know that isn't true. And we have to be careful who we choose. We need people who can take orders from someone younger than them. Or someone who is our age."

      "We have our apprentice class to pull from," Nik says as he fishes out the teabags and brings the mugs over to my desk.

      "Yes and that's why Ibi is in this pile." I touch the single folder with his information in it. "But I don't think any of the others are right. Hannu wants to be High Priest, and we know he's working his way up through the training ranks, Djou hasn't chosen a specialism yet, and Ahmes is in the House of Life. I don't even know about the others." I run a hand over my face.

      "All right, so what about Dhara?" Nik asks. "You know she's easy to work with for you, she's not going to struggle taking your orders, and Hannu said she wants to specialise in traditional mummification, she's just waiting on a free trainer."

      "Hmm." I lean forward and search through the files for the one belonging to Hannu's girlfriend. I do like her, and she did work well with us, and with Ibi, on the funeral she assisted with. "What position are you thinking for her?" I ask.

      "Mummification assistant," he responds. "She'd take my place for you if I'm needed elsewhere, or assist Berenice or Esi once they're performing mummifications."

      I nod. "Not as one of their assistants?"

      "When they need one, I suspect it's probably better if they choose for themselves. How would you like it if someone had given you an assistant instead of choosing me?"

      "If I remember correctly, Hori was the one who assigned you to me," I joke.

      "I didn't hear you complaining."

      I smile at him and pick up my new cup of tea, glad that it's warm. "So, you think Dhara is a good option?"

      He nods. "You trust her, she's good at her job, you know she works well in a team, and she wants to move into a field that complements what we need. I'd say that recommends her for the job."

      "I suppose it is the next best thing to having Hannu," I muse. "I think she has a friend, too. I've talked to her a few times. I think Ibi said she's been considering a position in the funeral planning department. He's going to need an assistant...though he should probably choose one for himself."

      "He should," Nik says.

      "Is it nepotism?" I muse as I finally find Dhara's file and look at it.

      "You're not related to her, so no, I wouldn't say so."

      "Are you sure?"

      He snorts. "I know a thing or two about nepotism, Ani."

      "Right." Though it's not as straightforward as that, considering that being related to his father has been detrimental to Nik.

      "It is favouritism, a little bit," Nik says. "But on the other hand, you need to choose people who you think are going to work well together, so I don't think there's any way around it."

      "True." I place Dhara's file down on top of Ibi's. "All right, so we need someone else to work with Ibi on the funeral side of things, but maybe it's best if we have his input for that."

      "I think that's a good idea," Nik responds.

      "And then there's a scribe."

      "I actually have a suggestion for them."

      I raise an eyebrow. "Okay..."

      He searches through the files and comes up with one. "Here."

      I frown and take it from him, surprised he has such an opinion on the matter. I flip open the file and look inside. "Who is he?"

      "They," Nik corrects me.

      "All right, who are they?"

      "Khair," he responds. "They've worked in the accounting department for fifteen years or so. They used to help me with my maths homework when I got stuck."

      "You've never mentioned that." I look at him over the file.

      Nik shrugs. "It never came up. Anyway, they've got a good head for figures, and are patient with everyone I've ever seen them interact with. I think they'll be a good addition to the team."

      "Are they who taught you how to do accounts?" I ask curiously.

      He nods.

      "Then that's all I need to know." I close the file and put it on top of the other two. "Do you want to be the one to ask them for an interview?"

      "If that would be all right," he responds.

      I shrug. "You know them, it's probably better coming from you."

      "I'll do that, then I'll invite Ibi and Dhara to come have conversations with you about accepting the positions," he says. "Though I doubt either of them are going to say no."

      "Probably not," I concede. I look over at Matia, but she hasn't moved at all, completely at peace with the world around her. Sometimes I envy her not having to do paperwork. "Would you set up a meeting with Hori too? I'll need him to transfer them to the new department officially if they say yes."

      "Already done," Nik says. "You're meeting with him the week after next."

      "What would I do without you?" I get up and make my way around the desk, causing Matia to open an eye, but she decides I'm not doing anything interesting and goes back to sleep.

      "You would have to go to tomorrow's meeting with the High Priest of Amun all on your own," Nik says, reaching for me as I step between his legs.

      I groan. "Why would you remind me about that right now?"

      "Because you asked," he teases.

      "Well, I'm glad I'm going to have you there, because I have no idea what to expect."

      "I made notes," he says.

      "And this is what makes you an excellent husband." I cup his cheek in my hand, while he looks up at me adoringly. It's only been a few weeks since we buried his father, but it feels as if the spark that is Nik is coming back.

      "I thought it was what made me a good assistant?"

      "That too. But a good husband first and foremost."

      He chuckles. "Well, that is something I want my wife to think."

      "She does." I lean in and press my lips against his. The kiss is fleeting while we're at work, but one of the advantages of being in my office without anyone coming to visit us is that we're alone and uninterrupted.

      "This isn't getting work done," Nik murmurs.

      "We'll get back to that," I promise. "Then you can tell me everything you've learned about the Beautiful Feast of the Valley so I'm prepared for the meeting tomorrow." Despite it being a festival to celebrate the dead, I actually know very little about it.

      "How about I do that over dinner?" he suggests. "There's a new French place down the road from the Temple of Isis. I know you miss the food from Paris."

      "Mmm. Maybe we should go visit Hotep soon," I muse. "After the feast, but before Iset comes? It's not as good as getting to go to our estate in Egypt for a few weeks, but we can take three or four days. Eat some food, meet Hotep's new boyfriend..."

      "Ah, that's why you want to go to Paris."

      "Do you not want to meet Khai? He's your best friend's boyfriend."

      "I'll message Hotep and see if he's ready for that."

      "Okay." I kiss him again then step back. "But let's go for dinner now. If it's so you can teach me all I need to know about the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, then maybe the Temple of Anubis can pay."

      Nik snorts. "As if you'd ever be comfortable putting that on your expenses."

      "Maybe not, but it's fun to think that I could." I grab my cardigan from the back of my chair and pull it on, wondering if it's worth getting my coat from the house before we go. It's spring, but that doesn't necessarily mean much in terms of the weather. But I guess we'll be walking, and then we'll be inside, so I'll be fine.

      Nik gets to his feet and grabs his jacket, while Matia finally figures out we're going somewhere and bounces to her feet. I smile in response. Gone is the sleepy jackal, and now she's excited, no doubt thinking about what Nik might feed her from his plate.

      And now I get to do the best thing imaginable and go have dinner with my two favourite beings in the whole world.
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