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For my family.
When cast into troubled waters, we
are kept afloat by the stories we tell.
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Chapter One

Flora reached up and pressed the doorbell of the grand house in front of her, her tummy fizzing with excitement. She smiled at Pavan and her father, who were standing on the doorstep beside her.

The London street was growing darker as evening approached, and the street lights twinkled against the navy blue sky. Carriages trotted along carrying people home, while the windows of all the houses along the road were cheerfully glowing. Flora hoped the door would open soon though, as it was getting chilly.

“I love London in the winter, but I can’t wait for our holiday in Egypt!” she said, bouncing excitedly, imagining the feeling of the warm sun on her skin.

“Me neither!” replied Pavan. “I’m looking forward to seeing the pyramids.”

“I can’t wait to see the wildlife there. Do you think we’ll get to see a cheetah?” Flora asked.

“Now, now, you two,” Flora’s father said, interrupting the pair’s happy chattering. “The point of this holiday is to relax. I would have thought you’d had quite enough of adventures after your dangerous trip to the Arctic!”

Flora shivered just thinking about the icy Arctic landscape. They had been searching for a friend’s lost parents, but the trip had taken a frightening turn when Lord Granville had become involved and tried to steal a precious magical pearl. She took a deep breath and smiled. “Yes, we could definitely do with a little sun and relaxation after that!”

Their holiday to Egypt was being planned by a man called Mr Jones, who had organised for their whole tour group to attend Lord Caron’s exclusive mummy unwrapping party that evening. Flora was very excited about it – after all, she loved learning about ancient Egypt.

“What happens at a mummy unwrapping party?” Flora wondered out loud.

“Well, they’ve brought a real ancient Egyptian mummy over to England,” said her father. “They’re going to unwrap its bandages and we’ve all been invited to watch it happen. There are usually wonderful treasures tucked among the bandages, so we’re likely to see some incredible historical artefacts!”

“I’m not sure I’d like it if I thought I was resting in my tomb forever and someone sent me across the globe to be unwrapped,” said Flora.

“Me neither,” agreed Pavan. “But … I can’t believe we’re about to see something so old!”

“I can’t say I’m entirely sure I agree with the grisly practice either,” said Flora’s father, frowning. “But it also represents a once-in-a-lifetime scientific opportunity. I just hope it’s done in a respectful way.”

Flora nodded, and gripped her satchel tightly. In it, she had packed her painting equipment. Her father was right – this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and she was going to capture it with her paints! She couldn’t help but grin excitedly at the thought of glimpsing real ancient Egyptian artefacts that were being seen for the first time for thousands of years. But she also couldn’t shake the feeling that this was not what the mummy would have wanted.

The door was opened by a very cross-looking housekeeper, who ushered them inside and took their coats.

“It’s the Stormer family!” cried an excited voice. “I’m so glad you could come. I’m Mr Jones. Are you excited for our trip to Egypt?”

The voice belonged to a rosy-cheeked man, who shook their hands enthusiastically while they nodded that yes, they couldn’t wait for their holiday.

Flora gasped as she looked around. The huge hallway was full of glass cases, which displayed incredible ancient Egyptian artefacts. There were statues, pieces of stone covered in detailed carvings, and countless paintings of the pyramids and archaeological digs.

[image: Flora and Pavan stand in a room full of ancient Egyptian artefacts. They look around with their mouths open in awe. Behind them, Flora’s father shakes Mr Jones’s hand.]
“What are those pictures?” Pavan asked interestedly. He had paused beside a framed painting, covered in tiny images like birds, hands and eyes.

“This is an example of ancient Egyptian writing,” said Mr Jones, his eyes bright. “Each of those little pictures can be translated into words or letters. They’re called hieroglyphics. Isn’t it fascinating? You’ll get to see more on our visit to Luxor, which is where the ancient pharaohs are buried. The walls of their tombs are covered in hieroglyphics!”

Flora wanted to copy some hieroglyphics down to try and translate them later, but Mr Jones was already moving them on. She followed as he led them through to the dining room, which was full of grown-ups talking.

Flora’s father immediately went over to greet Lord and Lady Cavan, who looked very grand. Lady Cavan was wearing a beautiful green evening dress and shiny diamond jewellery, while Lord Cavan wore a suit and a green cravat that matched his wife’s gown.

“Why, it’s Augustus Stormer from the Royal Scientific Society!” cried Lord Cavan, warmly shaking Flora’s father by the hand. “How are you, my dear man? Discovered any new species lately?”

While they chatted, Flora was immediately distracted. In Lady Cavan’s arms lay the fluffiest white cat Flora had ever seen. It had a squished-in nose and bright green eyes, which were half closed as it purred away happily. It looked like a soft cloud of fur.

Lady Cavan saw Flora’s interest and bent down with the cat. “Would you like to pet him?”

“What’s he called?” Flora asked as she stroked the cat’s white fur. It really was as soft as it looked.

“He’s called Felix, but …” She leant in close and whispered, “I call him Mr Fluffy-Pants.”

Flora laughed and gave Mr Fluffy-Pants a good scratch behind the ear. The cat’s eyes opened, and he gave Flora’s hand a lick. He then leapt down from Lady Cavan’s arms and wandered away through the crowd, weaving among the legs of the other guests.

“I’ve been to Egypt several times now,” said one woman nearby with a nasal voice and a superior expression. “This time I hope I get a piece of the Sphinx, or even a mummy’s toe – I heard they’re good luck!”

The man she was talking to nodded enthusiastically. “I have eight toes at home!” he said.

Flora and Pavan gave each other a look that was both amused and disgusted.

“Come on,” said Flora’s father, who had finished speaking with Lord Cavan. “Let’s find a spot with a good view.”

As they moved through the crowd, Flora felt a funny aching feeling zing up her neck, which made her bark like a dog. A couple of people looked at her curiously, but Flora smiled at them confidently. The barking noise was one of her tics, a movement or sound that she couldn’t control.

Now that she was a famous explorer, like her father, lots of people she met already knew about her tics, which meant she didn’t have to explain them. Crowds still made her a little anxious because she didn’t really like it when lots of people were looking at her, but she had made a promise to herself to allow herself to tic, because trying to stop it happening was very uncomfortable.

Among the staring faces, however, was one that Flora was very glad to see.

“Lavinia!” she cried, running to hug her friend. “Are you coming to Egypt with us?”

Lavinia grinned, sweeping back her short blonde hair. “I’m afraid not. I’m just here to write an article about the mummy unwrapping. I’m going on a different trip altogether – my honeymoon with Mr Avery!”

Flora and Pavan gasped excitedly. They had met Mr Avery on their Arctic adventure.

“You’re getting married? Congratulations!” said Pavan.

Lavinia nodded happily. “I always said I would never get married because my work is too important to me, but our plan is for me to join Mr Avery on his hot-air balloon expeditions. I’ll write articles about our travels. We’re off to Africa next!”

Their conversation was interrupted by Lord Cavan, who tapped on his glass to get everyone’s attention. It was almost time for the unwrapping! Flora’s stomach tied itself in nervous knots.

“Just one moment!” called Mr Jones, coming into the room from the hallway with a smile. “We have a late arrival. The last member of our tour group … Lord Granville!”
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