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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.
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“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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Chapter Two


Lord Granville entered the room and, despite her horror, it was all Flora could do to stop herself from laughing.


He was dressed as an ancient Egyptian pharaoh and was swanning around the room as if he owned it. His long white loincloth was elaborately draped down to his calves, allowing his shiny black shoes and socks to be on display, which did not match his outfit AT ALL. His black hair was covered by a golden headdress with blue detail, and his pointed beard and moustache were painted gold to match his black and gold eye makeup.


[image: Lord Granville poses in an ancient Egyptian costume. He wears a striped headdress, jewelled collar and white loincloth with a striped belt. Dante the ferret sits on his shoulder wearing a matching headdress and collar.]


Lord Granville’s pet ferret Dante was riding on his shoulder. He was wearing a golden headdress that matched his owner’s, and a wide golden necklace around his little shoulders. The jewels on the necklace stood out beautifully against his white fur, giving his tiny red eyes a ruby-like appearance. The only thing ruining his lovely outfit was the almighty smelliness that wafted from his fur.


“Lord Granville, I’m so glad you made it! The unwrapping is about to begin!” said Mr Jones, rushing to shake his hand.


Despite the ridiculousness of Lord Granville’s appearance, which had created much amusement among the crowd, a sinking feeling filled Flora’s tummy. Pavan must have been feeling the same, because he whispered to Flora, “I can’t believe Lord Granville is coming with us to Egypt! He’s going to ruin our holiday.”


Flora couldn’t think of anything worse. The wealthy businessman was a downright villain! Flora had hoped she would never see him again. He had almost destroyed the island of Isla Panacea in his attempt to find the magical golden lotus before she did, and he had appeared on their expedition to the Arctic. There, he had held them all at gunpoint, stolen a hot-air balloon and killed an innocent polar bear – and that was all before his final awful act of trying to steal the mystic pearl for his own gain!


He narrowed his eyes at Flora and Pavan, making Flora feel very uncomfortable. He especially hated her and had tried to kill her more than once.


“Surprised to see me?” he said with a sneer. “Perhaps I’ll collect a couple of new heads for my trophy wall on this trip.”


Oh, no! Flora imagined her and Pavan’s heads mounted and displayed alongside Lord Granville’s ghastly collection of animal-head trophies and shuddered. She knew he was determined to get revenge since she had ruined his evil plots twice now.


She ticced, shaking her head several times and clicking her fingers.


“Are we really sure we want her to touch such valuable artefacts?” Lord Granville said loudly, pointing at Flora. “She’s only going to damage them.”


A nasty smile spread across his face, while everyone else in the room looked at Flora curiously.


It felt very unfair that she was being treated like an oddity because of her tics.


“Gather round, everyone!” Mr Jones moved to stand at the head of the dining table. He threw his arms out like a circus ringleader about to give a spectacular show, and everybody fell quiet. The lights were lowered and the scented smoke from burning incense added to the mysterious feel. As hush washed over the room, Mr Jones began to speak in a low, dramatic voice. “You are about to see something which only a privileged few have ever seen before. It will shock you, it will thrill you, it will change you.”


There were excited whispers among the audience. As Mr Jones continued to speak, he pulled a sheet off a large object on the table in front of them. It was a sarcophagus, a coffin that mummies were laid to rest in. It was shaped like a person and decorated with stripes, with an elaborately painted gold face where the head would be.


“I personally discovered this mummy inside a pyramid in Cairo,” explained Mr Jones. “I risked my life to bring it safely here to you. There were more booby traps than you can imagine in that tomb. I was nearly pierced by arrows, sprayed with acid, and crushed by spikes!”


Everyone gasped in awe. Pavan in particular was listening to Mr Jones’s story with wide-eyed wonder.


“Which means the mummy we have here today was very important,” continued Mr Jones. “I believe he was an ancient Egyptian pharaoh.”


People murmured excitedly as Mr Jones instructed the servants to lift the lid of the sarcophagus.


There was a chorus of oohs and ahs as the lid was removed. Inside the ancient coffin lay a perfectly preserved mummy. Its aged bandages were a brownish yellow, and its arms were crossed on its chest as if it was sleeping.


“We are the first living humans to lay eyes on this mummy for thousands of years,” said Mr Jones in a hushed tone as Flora and Pavan leant forward to get a glimpse. “For all that time it was safely hidden in that tomb, surrounded by glittering gold and wealth beyond belief.”


“Why was he buried with so many things?” Pavan whispered.


“The Book of the Dead talks about taking possessions into the afterlife,” explained Flora’s father. “If a person was wealthy in life, they likely wanted to remain wealthy in death.” He had been reading many books about ancient Egypt and was overflowing with knowledge ready for their trip.


[image: A crowd surrounds an open sarcophagus. Inside it is a mummy, wrapped in bandages. Flora holds the side of the sarcophagus and smiles in wonder.]


Flora listened with her lips pressed together. It felt wrong to violate the privacy of this dead person, no matter how ancient they were. But it was already too late to stop them; the unwrapping had begun.


As Mr Jones carefully removed the bandages from the mummy’s head, Lord Cavan leant over to look closely.


“Why … this mummy is female!” he cried, stepping back in shock.


“Oh, so it’s not a pharaoh,” said Pavan, disappointment spreading across his face.


“She still might have been a pharaoh,” whispered Flora. “Hatshepsut was a female pharaoh! She had to wear a fake beard though.”


Lavinia grinned and leant over, whispering, “I’ve had to wear a fake beard or two in my time.”


Flora loved hearing stories about Lavinia’s adventures as a journalist! She wondered how many plots Lavinia had discovered while wearing a disguise.


“This statue is made of onyx,” said Mr Jones, holding up a tiny statue shaped like a bird.


The audience squealed with delight at every treasure he found tucked among the wrappings. One heavy necklace looked like the wings of a bird, which would wrap around the wearer’s neck, and was inlaid with huge rubies and turquoise beads. An amulet was passed around to be held and inspected by everyone – Lord Granville, of course, pushed other people aside to get hold of the artefacts first.
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