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I was
happier flying through the clouds, imagining we were on a ship on
the ocean sailing through a thick fog. Even the bursts of sunlight
and blue sky above could be explained away like this, but the
glimpses of the ground, so very far below, couldn’t.

Sir
Percival and I were aboard an airship heading for foreign parts,
more specifically Egypt. Why? Well, mainly to avoid having to
answer direct questions concerning our possible roles in the
destruction of the Russian State airship, the strange disappearance
of two of the Russian Royal Family, the lack of a rather tasty
aetheric device from the aforementioned airship’s wreckage, and not
even beginning to hint at the merest mention of the disappearance
of the world’s largest sapphire. This type of thing does tend to
put a crimp in the number of one’s afternoon tea
invitations.

The Department, in its wisdom, had decided to remove our
presence from Britain’s soil to let the situation between the two
superpowers cool down. I note, with some irony, that they neglected
to mention to anyone the aetheric device (of most doubtful provenance) currently
residing in an anonymous house in London. I could tell Sir Percival
was champing at the bit to get back and see how it
worked.

There
was also the fact that I was mourning the loss of Katherine, my
lover. Thankfully Sir Percival seemed to know enough to leave me
be. He probably wasn’t used to dealing with such ‘women’s emotions’
anyway. Or perhaps it was just the way I growled at him whenever he
mentioned I was being a nervous ninny about how so very high we
were flying.

I wished
I could enjoy the flight more. Travelling on an intercontinental
airship used to be a dream of mine, but discovering, quite by
accident, I had a fear of heights meant that I avoided the quite
stunning panoramas out of the large windows. Sir Percival, curse
him, had no problems and always wanted to sit us as close as
possible to the outer edge of the sumptuous dining room. I,
however, wished to avoid the downward views and therefore preferred
sitting as far away from the windows as possible, so we usually
agreed on a table somewhere between the two extremes.


Thankfully the non-height parts of the journey were splendid.
The adjoining rooms we had were even better than those at the
Department’s stately house (although not as ostentatious as those
aboard a certain, un-named, Russian airship), and I’m sure even Mrs
Miggins would grudgingly approve of the food.

In all,
life wasn’t awful. It was just terribly black without
Katherine.

After
several days into the journey I had the misfortune to glimpse a
large area of blue below us and Sir Percival took great delight in
informing me that we were over the Mediterranean Sea. Our journey
was nearing its end. What we were supposed to accomplish whilst in
Egypt was a mystery. I wasn’t even sure we had a purpose in the
country, and had an inkling that the Department had only paid so
much money for us to go because it was the earliest foreign journey
out of Britain available when I arrived back at the stately house
after losing– No, I wouldn’t go there. It was still too
painful.

“Ever
fancied being an Egyptologist, Miss Lovelady?” Sir Percival
enquired at breakfast the day after I saw the Mediterranean
horribly far below us.

“Not
really,” I replied, over some splendid eggs.

“I hear
some chap by the name of Howard Carter is trying to drum up support
for something or other.”

Well,
bully for him. “Oh?” I said non-committedly.

“Indeed.
Apparently the fellow seems to believe he’s onto the biggest
discovery of the century.”

“I
hadn’t taken you to be interested in such sensationalism, Sir
Percival.”

“I find
it pays to keep abreast of a wide range of diverse topics,” he
said, I felt rather haughtily.

Especially those within a certain weekly
publication, I snarkly thought to
myself.

“Indeed,
in my younger days I was rather caught up by the romanticism of the
Sphinx and the pyramids and the mummies.”

This
conversation could end here, thank you very much.

“Oh,
look!” I said pointing to the closest window (without actually
looking at it).

“What?”
his head jerked towards it like that of an overly hairy gun
dog.

“I
thought I saw a bird.”

He turned back and eyed me speculatively as I innocently took
a last spoonful of my grapefruit. “Looking forwards to setting foot
back on terra firma?”


“Indeed.”

“We
should be arriving tomorrow morning.”


“Excellent news, thank you.”

“One
last perambulation of the viewing deck, Miss Lovelady?”

“I feel
I shall decline your kind offer, Sir Percival.”

We
parted company, myself to pack for our arrival, Sir Percival to
probably revisit his romantic mummy passion.
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Strangely enough my spirits seemed to soar the closer we came
to the ground. Cables had been thrown overboard and attached to
winches, which slowly drew us closer to the blessed landing area.
Low sandy-coloured buildings surrounded the wide open space. The
shadow of our airship looked like a great black whale slowly moving
over the cityscape.

The
inflight publication I found in my room had, amongst some quite
fearsome-looking appliances to aid in one’s health and beauty
regimen, advised of the most suitable clothing to wear in such hot
climes. I therefore eschewed the more constricting apparel and a
few layers and felt quite unusually free in my blue travelling
dress. My pink hair was covered with a semi-veiled black hat and my
indispensable umbrella was in hand ready for combat, in this case
against the fierce sunlight. My valise was hard by my feet and
contained my travelling essentials, among which were several items
that would have been of intense interest to the local security
forces.

We sat
in the cleared dining room (equidistant between the windows and
walls) listening to the various unintelligible shouts of the
crewmen fighting to bring the great beast down to earth. My fervent
hopes were that they’d win.

Whilst
accidentally glancing out of the large windows two large structures
came into view and astonishment kept me looking as they slowly grew
wider as we descended.

“Sir
Percival?” I enquired, pointing towards them.

He
glanced over (breaking his appreciation of one of the male
stewards) and turned back to me with a smile. “The great pyramids
of Giza. One of the seven Wonders of the World.”

“They
are quite…” I stopped, taken aback by the sight of the
sandy-coloured structures seeming to get forever wider and wider.
Another strange structure came into view. “What–?”

“The
Sphinx, Miss Lovelady. Part human, part lion.”

I
glanced over at him. He was enjoying this far too much.

With a
noticeable powering down of the steam engines we bounced slightly
against the taut cables. At the urging of the steward we joined the
queue waiting to exit, but not before I got as close as I dared to
the windows to take in the astonishing sight. So this was Egypt,
land of very large, strange structures.

The main
doors opened and bright sunlight with a wash of air, that gave the
distinct impression that it would be far hotter later, flowed over
us.

Once out
of the relative darkness into eye-scorching sunlight I caught sight
of swarthy men wearing what appeared to be long dresses being kept
back by members of the airship crew. As soon as they saw us they
began shouting, offering their wares and indicating camels and
donkeys roped together.

“Why are
they wearing dresses?” I whispered.

Sir
Percival sniffed disdainfully at me, “They’re not dresses, they’re
thawbs, Miss Lovelady. Most sensible in hot climates.”

Oh yes,
Sir Percival the pedantic Egyptologist. I decided to leave it
that.

“Stay
close, Miss Lovelady,” Sir Percival said as he perused a small
notebook he’d taken from his jacket pocket.

Slowly
we followed our fellow passengers down the gangway towards what
looked like a well-mannered riot. Suddenly one of the airships
propellers fired into life and a dust cloud was blown high into the
air. Cries of surprise came from the passengers and crew. I looked
up and had the strangest feeling that like some optical illusion
the billowing dust and sand were forming into a large
strange-headed figure. And that it was looking directly at me. I
felt a chill run down my spine and shivered in spite of the heat.
But before I could be sure of what I saw the dust and sand had
settled down over the complaining passengers and local
entrepreneurs. Thankfully I’d remembered to raise my umbrella
against the sunlight and it just coated that instead of my
clothing.

With a
sigh Sir Percival dusted his khaki suit down and headed
forthrightly into the bedlam of beasts of burden and men wishing to
gain as much money as possible from their hire.

I stood
by letting him do the work and took in the sights and sounds and
smells of the first foreign land I’d ever set foot upon. I hoped
other parts were better.
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Riding a
camel could only have been invented by men. Who else would want to
put their bodies through such torture just to get from A to B? I
was seriously considering swapping places with our luggage upon the
donkey trailing behind us. But now I was somehow atop the beast it
seemed only prudent to stay – I got the feeling that getting off
would be far worse.

Within
the scrum of men and camels and donkeys Sir Percival had somehow
managed to meet an old school chum, who was now leading us down
several alleys and across a number of roads. From the swarthy
bearded look of the fellow I’d never have guessed he’d once shared
spotted dick with Sir Percival. His name was apparently, Badru, or
‘Baddy’ according to my companion, who’d introduced us and was
apparently rapidly reverting back to his childhood (but from some
if the things I’d heard about his relatives, school was one of the
more pleasant times in his life).

The
conversation, what there was of it, seemed to consist of many
half-finished sentences and giggling at the japes they’d got up to.
I left them to it and hoped our journey would end up in some lovely
hotel.

We
headed down one thin, smelly alley and suddenly found ourselves
facing a river, which I could only assume was the Nile. In the
distance the ubiquitous pyramids rose into the sky. Sir Percival
gave a gasp of surprise
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