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Opener of the
Ways




 


Sent on the
first available flight out of Britain to avoid questions concerning
the destruction of a certain Russian airship, Sir Percival and I
find ourselves in Egypt, the land of very large, very strange,
structures.

 


Not having
travelled overseas before I’m determined to enjoy the experience
but find myself having visions of strange beings, women worshipping
me, and my own violent death.

 


What do they
mean? And what must I do to prevent my dream death from becoming
reality?
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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. He was putting flesh onto his childhood
dreams.

“Miss
Lovelady! The Nile!”

It was
made of water. It was wet. So?

“The…
the pyramids!”


“Splendid sight,” I replied sourly, ignoring the shared
raised eyebrows at my tone.

Sir
Percival moved around so much atop his camel to take in the sights
that I swear it gave me a pleading look to take him off.

My
thoughts were of somewhere cool, a comfy bed, and food. From
underneath the shade provided by my umbrella I couldn’t but help
notice the large, splendid-looking hotels facing the river and
hoped that our destination would be one of them. Unfortunately our
slow perambulation alongside the Nile didn’t lead to the reception
area of any.

“Sir
Percival?” I asked, as yet another hotel failed to partake of our
custom.

“Yes,
Miss Lovelady?”

“Where
are we heading? We seemed to have passed by some very serviceable
hotels?”

He
turned back to look at me, “Baddy, has generously invited us to
stay with his family.”

My heart
fell. No room service, unknown quality of food and bed. Hopefully
the department would require our return fairly sharpish. “Oh,
that’s… very generous of him,” I added lamely.

“Yes,
isn’t it.”

I took
solace in the sight of the Nile lazily flowing somewhere probably
much nicer.

 


 



 


Four

 


 


Badru’s
house seemed to be on the outskirts of Cairo as it took us ages to
get there, the stifling heat increasing all the time.

From the
length of the tall clay-coloured wall I could see it covered a fair
bit of land. Whether that also translated into comfort was yet to
be seen. We rode alongside the wall until arriving at an elaborate
wood and decorative metal-covered gateway.

Our
arrival must have been spied by someone inside as at our approach
the gates slowly swung open. The sounds of chuckling water came to
me and as we entered I saw several delightful glazed fountains,
water cascading into the air and falling into fish-filled pools.
Green grass and trees provided a much needed respite from the
dun-coloured buildings we’d passed. Cooler, moist air flowed around
us and I only then realised just how arid the air outside was. Many
bright fragrant flowers grew around the building which looked like
it’d come straight out of Burton’s translation of The Arabian
Nights. It appeared that ‘Baddy’ was not unfamiliar with having
lots of money.

Two male
servants in the usual long thawbs closed the gates behind us and
then helped Badru and ourselves down from the camels. While furling
my umbrella I stood swaying slightly, not used to stable
ground.

Baddy
stood by watching our expressions at his house. Sir Percival was
gaping like a fish. “It’s… It’s…”

I swore
tears would soon spring from his eyes.

“It’s
lovely,” I interrupted and grabbed his arm to pull him towards it
or he’d be there all day.

Smiling,
Badru invited us to enter and I saw the gleam of gold in his mouth.
I reckoned that there may be more to Sir Percival’s schoolboy chum
than he knew.

The
luxuriousness continued inside what I was beginning to think of as
a palace. Polished white marble appeared to be the main stone used
in its construction as it was used on the floors, walls and
ceiling. Beautiful rugs and carpets lay on the floor, intricate
multi-coloured tile designs covered the walls and ceilings. Cool
flower-scented air surrounded us. In my dusty travel dress and
semi-veiled black hat I felt somewhat shoddy in
comparison.

I looked
at Sir Percival and wondered if he’d ever cease gaping around
himself in astonishment.

A short
old lady wearing an all black dress that went from her head to
brushing the marble floor but leaving her wrinkled prune-like face
free walked towards us.

Badru
turned to Sir Percival and indicated her, “Perhaps, Miss Lovelady
would care to accompany my mother and freshen up?”

At least
it would get me away from the juvenile reminisces of those two. I
smiled politely at her and nodded my thanks to Badru. Before
following her out I gave Sir Percival a look that said he owed me
for this.
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High
windows let light into the many-sided room, but not the burning,
searing light, more a soft whiteness that seemed to flow and pool
in certain areas. A tiled waist-high fountain sat in the centre,
the light sound of trickling water providing the only noise. Low
wooden tables held plates of cut fruit and glasses of juice and
water, while large cushions were there to be sat on. The air was
filled with delicate flower scents. I had no idea such a place
could possibly exist.

The
black-covered old lady led me past and through an archway into
another room created from white marble, but this one was much more
interesting - white marble steps led up to a sunken bath from where
fragrant steam rose. With a clap of her hands that echoed around
the room two ladies in long white dresses entered, giggling at the
sight of me. Their smooth black hair was held back by metal bands,
bronze on one, silver on the other, and their kohl-rimmed dark eyes
had a certain look that something inside of me answered
to.

“Please,
refresh yourself,” the old lady said, indicating the bath, large
fluffy towels, and some lighter, white cotton clothes for me to
change into afterwards.

I
appeared to have discovered civilisation.

The old
lady left me alone with the two servants whom she’d introduced as
Hasina and Shemei. Not one to stand on ceremony whilst among the
fairer sex I carefully unpinned my semi-veiled black hat and shook
out my pink hair. This seemed to have remarkable effect on the two
young ladies who looked at it with their eyes wide open in
surprise. I knew it would be sweaty, and dust would have found its
way in and stuck to it, but I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.

They
commenced quickly speaking what I took to be Egyptian between
themselves, which I had no chance of understanding, all the while
indicating my dirty, messy hair. With a last look Hasina sped out
after the old lady. Did this mean my bath would be
cancelled?

“What is
going on?” I asked Shemei.

It
looked like she thought she’d drawn the short straw by being left
here with me. I tried again. “Is there a problem?”

“Your
hair?”


“Yes?”

Her
worried eyes kept flicking between the direction the old lady and
Hasina took and myself in case I did something strange. “We’ve
never seen–” She stopped and corrected herself, “We’ve only seen it
one place before.”

“Oh?” I
suppose it was a bit of a rarity, but maybe it would catch on. “I
know it’s a tad dirty–”

She gave
a little gasp of relief as her colleague came back into the room
and then started speaking quick Egyptian to her. Both of them fell
silent and turned to watch as Badru’s mother came back
in.

I saw
her eyes widen at the sight of my hair. At this point I was getting
rather self-conscious about it. She fired some quick Egyptian at
the ladies and they seemed to sheepishly reply to her. Was I ever
going to get my bath?

Slowly,
almost reverentially she walked towards me. “May I?” she asked
indicating my hair.

“Look, I
know it’s dirty. You really don’t have to. I’m quite capable of
washing it myself.”

Without
more ado she reached up and I felt a gentle tug on my hair. And
then a harder one.


“Ow!”

“It is
real?” she asked.

“Yes, of
course.”

Before I
know what was happening she fell to her knees and bowed her head to
the ground in front of me. What the devil was going on? Was she
injured in some way?


Following in quick succession Hasina and Shemei followed her
lead. I stood dumbfounded at the sight.

“Um…
This really isn’t necessary you know? Please do get up.”

They
stayed in position. The bath did look awfully inviting, so I
decided that if they weren’t going to help me get undressed then I
was certainly capable of the feat myself. I started unbuttoning my
dress and headed to the fragrantly inviting water. Behind me, at
ground level, was some quickly whispered Egyptian.

From the
corner of my eye I saw the two servants get up and then help
Badru’s mother to her feet. With my dress looser I sat on the
marble steps leading up to the bath and began unlacing my
travelling boots.

Shemei
came over and knelt down in front of me. Silently she began
unlacing the other boot. To one side Badru’s mother was whispering
intently to Hasina. Hopefully it was to do with laundering my
clothes.

With my boots off and my dress looser thanks to Shemei’s help
I shrugged it off, standing in my undergarments, mercifully
sans the corset and some
layers.

I had no
clue what was going on with them and my hair but I was determined
to wash whatever grime was on it away.

With my
last few items of apparel lying on the marble steps I melted into
the warm fragrant bath and slid under the surface to clean my hair.
Rising up for air I opened my eyes and quite to my astonishment saw
both Shemei and Hasina quickly disrobe and then slide in either
side of me. Not quite sure of the correct etiquette I stayed silent
hoping for a clue as to what I should do.

Hasina’s eyes flicked to Shemei’s and she quietly said, “It
would be an honour for us to welcome you into the house by
completing your bath.” She then added something at the end that I
couldn’t understand. Some honorific or something? I didn’t know.
I’m not sure I cared too much either, especially after having two
such delightful ladies take such an interest in making sure I
was utterly satisfied with my bath.

I didn’t
bite. Too much.
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Word of
my hair had apparently spread around the house as on the way to the
main dining room to rejoin Sir Percival I kept noticing glances
from alcoves and behind doors. If I weren’t quite so relaxed I’m
sure I’d be concerned about it.

The
internal gloom seemed to have lifted from me and I was in far
higher spirits concerning our Egyptian visit. Truthfully I’d
thought about what Katherine would say about the bath I’d had and
decided she’d just laugh about it, and probably hope I’d learnt a
few things to try out with her, if my strange vision involving her
was to be believed.

The
loose white dress I’d been given to wear and jewelled sandals felt
deliciously exotic and was far nicer in this climate than my usual
travelling dress. Shemei had even put some sort of jewelled chain
device in my hair. I loved it as soon as I saw myself in a
mirror.

Sir
Percival was out of his khaki-coloured jacket and in his shirt
sleeves sitting on a cushion facing Badru over a chess set on a low
table. I detected the faint smell of damp dog. Apparently he’d not
been offered a welcoming bath, or taken one up if he had. I felt it
prudent to sit downwind of him.

“Miss
Lovelady,” Sir Percival nodded in greeting.

“Sir
Percival, Badru,” I nodded in reply.

“So it
is true,” Badru said when I’d comfortably seated myself.

“The
hair thing?”

He
nodded.

“I’m
rather partial to it. It does though seem to have caused quite a
stir. Is there a story concerning it?”

“Merely
old wives tales,” he offhandedly said, returning his concentration
to the board, but I got the distinct impression he was feigning
ignorance of some sort.

Well I
knew just the old wife to question about it.

A
metallic echo filled the room and Badru said, “Dinner is ready.
Shall we save the game until afterwards, Sir Percival?”


“Indeed.”

Badru’s
mother, still in black, came in and clapped her hands. Almost
immediately servants carrying metal trays followed. Badru stood up
and carefully lifted the chessboard and took it to a table at the
side of the room to give space for the serving dishes. “As is the
custom we’ve engaged some local performers to entertain our
guests.”


“Delightful,” Sir Percival said. He was probably hoping to
see some bare-chested Aladdin-types.

Badru’s
mother sat on the cushion to my right, and Hasina and Shemei sat
either side of me and began offering me interestingly-spiced food
from the dishes. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of this, and
caught Sir Percival’s startled glance in my direction. I hid a
smile as he looked hopefully towards the male servants in case
they’d do the same for him, but they ignored his silent
plea.

The
entertainment turned out to be several men with flutes and drums
and a female dancer who whirled around and then did strange things
with her stomach in time to the wailing noises and unusual
drumbeat. According to the applause they were quite the bee’s
knees, although I couldn’t see them topping the bill at the
Adelphi. They bowed towards us at the end of their session and were
ushered out

A huge
yawn made its move on me and I managed to hide it behind my hand
hopefully before any offence was caused. This exotic travel seemed
to be rather tiring (not to mention the recent bathing
activity).

I
cleared my throat and said to Badru, “Would you be too offended if
I called it a night?”

“No, no,
Miss Lovelady, I am fully aware of the strains on the body travel
takes.”

At a
glance from Badru’s mother, Hasina and Shemei lithely stood up and
helped me to my feet.

“Good
night, Sir Percival.”

“Miss
Lovelady,” he replied, hiding his disappointment at such personal
service by eyeing the chess set.

Gas
lamps had been lit as the day had somehow morphed into night
without me noticing. With the two servants either side of me I was
led through the house and through a wooden door. A gorgeously
decorated wooden bed lay before me with mirrors on the walls and
the ubiquitous low furniture around the room. My eyelids felt like
lead weights and I could only manage to open them momentarily to
see what was going on. I stumbled and luckily one of the girls held
me up (I’m not sure which one). I felt my dress being expertly
removed from me and another, looser item of clothing pulled down
over my head. Another glance told me the covers had been pulled
back and then I fell into what felt like a cloud.
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My
dreams were filled with strange misshapen creatures and the
Egyptian language I’d heard the servants and Badru’s mother use.
Lots of chanting seemed to be going on in a very large flickering
torch-lit room. One of the funny things I noticed was that there
were an awful lot of females in attendance, and it seemed that they
were worshipping me. I couldn’t see any men. I also felt something
on my head and partially covering my eyes, like a head-dress or
something.

Then the
strange dream-distortion cleared and I saw a creature with a human
body but a dog-like head standing before me. Its eyes glared hatred
and its fangs were bared. I sat in a throne-type chair and only
felt mild annoyance at its presence. Then it came to me – this was
the figure I’d seen in the dust cloud! What was it?

It ran
at me swinging its arm and I heard lots of screams, then I fell
upwards.

I jerked
awake in the bed, sweat sticking the cotton sheets to my
body.
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I found
I’d somehow fallen back to sleep and woke to see sunlight lighting
up my room. The dream stayed with me and I felt I should make some
enquiries about it. What was the dog-headed being that I’d now seen
twice? My first port of call though was the bathroom. The covers
seemed rather heavy and I forced myself to lift them up and roll
over and out of the bed. Luckily it was low to the ground or I’d
probably damage something on the rug-covered marble
floor.

Using
the bed for balance I lifted myself up and found I wore a
delightful red silk nightgown. I wondered if they’d let me take in
back to Britain with me?

I
recognised the bedroom door and looking round saw another one to
the side. I sincerely hoped it led to the bathroom as whatever it
was Hasina and Shemei had fed me last night was making its presence
felt.

Luckily
it was and I breathed a sigh of relief at the European-style
plumbing.

When I
got back into the bedroom the two servant girls were waiting for
me.

I smiled
at them, “Hello, thank you for making sure I got into bed last
night.”

They
mumbled something along the lines of ‘you’re welcome’.

I got
the distinct impression that they didn’t seem to want to meet my
eyes. Perhaps I’d better not request another bath then? Oh well,
their loss.

But
there was something I wanted to know about. “Tell me about my
hair,” I directed at Shemei.

She gave
a scared look to her colleague and clammed up. Well, I wasn’t above
mucking about if I wanted something, so I sat on the bed and
crossed my legs (feeling the delightful silk gown caress my
skin).

I looked
at the two of them and raised my eyebrows questioningly. As I
guessed it would, a flurry of quick Egyptian passed between the
two.

Hasina
nervously swallowed and said, “We’re here to help you get dressed,
Miss.”

I stayed
sitting down and coyly played with my pink hair while looking at
them. Another burst of Egyptian and meaningful looks
ensued.


Apparently it was Shemei’s turn to plead as she turned to me,
dropped to her knees and prostrated herself arms flat on the floor
towards me. I sat still as a statue, shocked to my core.

“Please,
Miss, don’t ask us,” Hasina said, tears threatening to fall from
her kohl-rimmed eyes.

No, I
couldn’t do this to them. I needed to head further up the chain of
command.

I
relented and after a quick wash to remove last night’s sweat, let
them dress me in another of the cool white dresses. Shemei placed
another decorative headpiece on my hair.

Badru’s
mother though was in for some tough questions when I next saw
her.

 


 



 


Nine

 


 



Unfortunately the lady in black was nowhere to be seen in the
dining room at breakfast. Sir Percival arrived, thankfully in a
different outfit, and additionally thankfully I detected the scent
of soap about his person.

The low
table was set for breakfast with sliced fruits and juices ready to
be consumed. I was rather pleased to see that Badru had imported
the habit of tea.

Once
again Shemei and Hasina sat either side of me to serve me (which I
could quite happily get used to, although I doubt Mrs Miggins would
be appreciative of such a request). Sir Percival gave Badru some
meaningful glances at this activity in the hope that some male
servant would do the same for him, but his school-hood chum feigned
not to notice and seemed to treat it as something quite normal,
giving a polite, “Miss Lovelady.”

“Your
mother not joining us?”

He
flashed a gold-toothed smile, “No she is… unwell.”

“Oh, I’m
so sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can help
with?”

“Er, no.
Thank you for your concern.”

Clearing
his throat in a slightly aggrieved tone at the personal service I’d
received Sir Percival said, “Badru had offered to take us around
some of the historic sights today.”


“Splendid, I’d be most interested in visiting… Er, what was
it, Sir Percival?”

“The
Pyramids?”

“No,
that other thing?”

“The
Sphinx?”

“Yes.
I’d be most interested in seeing it up close.”

Badru
choked on some tea and one of the servants came to his
aid.

“Are you
quite alright, old chum?” Sir Percival enquired.

After a
few smaller coughs and a heavy-handed slap on his back, Badru
managed to squeak a, “Fine, thank you!”

I then
noticed that Shemei and Hasina had frozen into place either side of
me.

To say
that I felt there was something going on was like saying that
aetheric experimentation was a damned dangerous job. Even for a
girl like me.

Curious,
I turned to raise a querying eyebrow at the delightful dark eyes of
Shemei. “Will you be accompanying us?” I asked, to break the
awkward silence.

Her eyes
flicked to Hasina’s (as I surmised they would – they seemed to like
doing things together, which gave some delightful aspects to
yesterday’s bath).

Hasina’s
eyes flicked to Badru, “Er, if our master wishes.”

Quite
some silent communication went on at that I can tell you, seemingly
straight over Sir Percival’s head as he was happily munching on a
banana at the time.


Apparently the outcome was that, yes, they’d be allowed to
accompany me. With everyone making such a to-do about it it just
made a curious girl like myself doubly determined to visit
it.

Why on
earth was it of such import?
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