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A hand
shook me from a dream of splashing around in the local river with
Katherine. Blearily I looked up and my heart burst into a sprint as
a monster looked down at me. Then my eyes got accustomed to the low
light from the lantern and I realised it was just Sir Percival,
with his hair looking more dishevelled than usual.

“Time to
go, Miss Lovelady,” he whispered, glancing meaningfully over at my
bed companion and then back to me.

The day
had finally come. Katherine and I had already spoken about this
many times, sometimes forcefully, sometimes tearfully. For a reason
I couldn’t fathom, and she wouldn’t divulge, she seemed overly
upset at not being allowed to accompany me. By some miracle we’d
managed to avoid the flapping ears of the Departmental Liaison
apparently hiding around every corner. It felt like a rift growing
between us that however much I professed my feelings for her (and
amply demonstrated them in bed) I just couldn’t bridge.

Sir
Percival quietly left my bedroom and I rolled over to slide my arm
around Katherine’s naked body, pressing my own against her warm
back. Her tense muscles told me she’d heard Sir Percival and was
pretending to be asleep.

I gently
brushed her hair from her shoulder and kissed the smooth skin I’d
revealed. Then I forced myself out of the bed into the colder air.
Quickly I wrapped myself in my dressing gown and went to get ready.
My heart fell as I glanced back towards the bed and saw Katherine’s
back still to me.


Thankfully Sir Percival had his mind on other things and
didn’t try to engage me in conversation at the breakfast table
where we fortified ourselves for the day ahead. Was he as excited
as me about seeing the airship as I? Or were his thoughts revolving
more around examples of Russian masculinity? The answer would, no
doubt, be revealed later.

After
dressing for travel we encountered the more than usual sour-looking
Liaison inside the entrance hallway to the stately home the secret
Department we worked for owned. I made sure to pick up my umbrella
– one can never be too sure about the British weather. The sky
outside had yet to be tinged by the light of dawn and Wilkins had
thankfully lit all the lanterns around the steam carriage. Its
exhalations rose into the chill air combined with our own. My eyes
met those of Sir Percival and I saw my excitement mirrored in his;
although perhaps for very different reasons.
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The invitation had come out of the blue. How they even knew
of Sir Percival and decided to request his presence was a mystery
he happily accepted. What mattered was that he and a guest (yours
truly!) had been invited to the inaugural visit to Britain of the
Russian royal family in their state airship, the Czar Nicholas.
Apparently Gustav Faberge had a major hand in the decorations and
rumour had it that at least two
fortunes of precious gems and gold had been used
in its outfitting. The newspapers also slyly rumoured that a
certain jewel had also been incorporated into Faberge’s design –
that of the world’s largest Sapphire, the Caspian Star, which
apparently took pride of place in the main reception room. I was
just dying to see it (assuming the newspapers only printed the
truth), and decided to try and nudge Lady Luck into smiling upon me
in my endeavour by wearing a new dress of a gorgeous deep blue
hue.

The
course of state diplomacy was a river I had no intention of dipping
any part of my body into so I didn’t ask why Her Majesty wouldn’t
be present at this event, but instead would be hosting a reception
later that evening at Buckingham Palace. Whatever the reason I was
happy to be out of the laboratory again (and with little chance of
encountering murderous rockhopper penguins).

We
hurried aboard the carriage and I was grateful to see that Mrs
Miggins (such a dear) had packed a picnic hamper which was stored
under the rear seat. Sir Percival and I quickly sat atop the rear
seat and hid the hamper from sight by arrangement of his long coat
and my dress before the Liaison entered the carriage.

Sir
Percival made no move toward the hamper until the Liaison had
slowly slipped back to sleep lulled by the carriage’s movement.
Apparently he wasn’t a morning person. When he judged it safe
enough Sir Percival quietly pulled the hamper out and we sipped
cups of tea and nibbled upon some excellent biscuits during the
journey. The only fly in the ointment was the Liaison’s snores,
which somehow managed to drown out the steam carriage’s
noise.

Looking
out of the window I saw London waking up - the workers in their
drab clothing heading for the factories or docks; the shopkeepers
arranging their wares as enticingly as possible; the dirty urchins
stalking their first mark of the day. I was unutterably grateful to
be out and away from that world.

The
Liaison gave a few sniffs, burped an unpleasant smell, and opened a
bleary eye. He spied our teacups and seemed to almost levitate up
off his seat.


“Dreadfully sorry, dear fellow,” Sir Percival said while
waggling his empty cup. “Couldn’t let it go cold.
Unthinkable.”

The
Liaison settled back down and gave Sir Percival a look that
would’ve curdled cheese. If that were even possible.

It was
always a pleasant feeling getting one over the Liaison and Sir
Percival seemed quite chipper, even humming to himself whilst
taking my empty cup to return it to the hamper with his
own.

He
glanced through the window on his side and announced, “Soon be
there, Miss Lovelady.”

I looked
through my window and saw crowds of people heading in the same
direction as that of our travel. It seemed like a grand day out.
The sun had even deigned to appear through the clouds. A thrill ran
through me as I realised what we were going to see. The only black
clouds were my thoughts of Katherine and her feelings about not
being able to accompany us. Then and there I determined to make it
up to her.
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We
arrived at Battersea Park and studiously ignored Wilkins’ salty
language as he exchanged vociferous banter with fellow carriage
drivers in order to arrange a parking space. Before the carriage’s
handbrake was even set Sir Percival was out of the door like a
greyhound from the traps. I quickly followed knowing I may need to
prevent him from possibly destroying the life we currently
enjoyed.

The
fresh air was a welcome change from the stuffy carriage interior
and I caught a few titters from the closest of the crowd, more than
likely due to our hair. Perhaps they thought we were eccentric (and
seldom acknowledged) members of the royal family?

Like
waves upon a beach the sounds of the large crowd, and a military
band playing popular tunes, ebbed and flowed around us. A large
state airship of the Russia’s was conspicuous by its absence,
although I did catch sight of smaller ones bearing the British flag
around the periphery and bobbing in amongst the trees.

Due to
the importance of the visit a variety of security personnel were
deployed around the park in a seemingly onion-type arrangement, all
eyeing each other disdainfully. The outer layer was comprised of
the metropolitan police (whose primary job seemed to be keeping the
riff-raff at bay), then came the army, and finally the air
force.

By
waving the outrageously decorated invitation Sir Percival managed
to navigate us through the layers. The Liaison tagged along behind
us like a bad smell, making use of his ID whenever he was
challenged. He seemed quite happy with this, his hippo-like face
nearly breaking into a smile each time his questioner backed
down.

A
uniformed gentleman, sporting a well-trimmed moustache, who seemed
to be in charge initially looked in shock at Sir Percival’s
hirsuteness but then artfully gathered his wits about him after Sir
Percival thrust the invitation in his face. He directed us towards
a large marquee where other invitees lingered over wine glasses and
plates with small bits of food on top. I was very glad to have
stocked up while breaking my fast that morning if that was all we
could look forward to.

Eyes
slowly widened and conversations trailed off as we approached the
marquee. Should I have worn a larger hat? Or made Sir Percival comb
his hair? No matter, we weren’t here for them anyway.

I smiled
sweetly at our fellow invitees and headed for the refreshment
tables, attempting to make sure I got there before the Liaison
engulfed the lot. With artful jabs of my umbrella and insincere
apologies I attained prime position at the sandwich trays. Muffled
swearing accompanied the liaison as he huffed up next to me.
Quickly I tucked my umbrella in the crook of my arm and filled a
plate with a fine selection; I’d discover what the contents were at
my leisure – the important part was to obtain a supply.

I
vacated my position before feeling the wrath of the Liaison’s
elbows and realised Sir Percival was absent. Spying him speaking to
an elderly lady in a deep purple dress I headed in his direction.
Judging by their expressions they weren’t partaking of gay
repartee. In point of fact I felt they’d be at each other’s throats
very shortly. I bustled my way over and thrust my plate of
sandwiches under Sir Percival’s nose. “Peckish, Sir Percival?” I
enquired. “I have little idea of their contents. Perhaps you’d care
to enlighten me?”

He
ignored the offered sandwiches so I surreptitiously kicked him in
the shin as an added inducement. He gave a satisfactory grunt of
pain.

Turning
to the elderly lady, who looked as if she’d just had a raw lemon
enema, I offered my hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, I’m Miss
Alice Lovelady. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

Sir
Percival cleared his throat and said, “Miss Lovelady, I have the…”
he paused, searching for a word, then gave up. “This is my aunt,
Lady Featherwick. Lady Featherwick, my companion, Miss Alice
Lovelady.”

Her
sharp blue eyes speared mine and her mouth widened slightly,
whether due to a smile or wind I wasn’t sure. My welcoming hand was
ignored.

Ah, so
this was the aunt he often swore about whilst deep in among the
recalcitrant pipe-work of a new experiment. If even part of what
he’d said underneath his breath were true then she could
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