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Prologue
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Margaret Redfern, a former schoolteacher with a sharp mind for puzzles, embarks on a voyage to Egypt with her dear friend Eleanor Middleton. The trip is meant to be a relaxing adventure, a chance to see the ancient wonders of the world. But when a prominent passenger is found murdered in a locked cabin, Margaret is drawn into solving the crime, whether the ship’s crew wants her involvement or not.

With her quiet, methodical nature, Margaret is often overlooked, but her keen observations soon reveal cracks in the seemingly airtight case. Eleanor, despite witnessing something crucial, hesitates to speak up, fearing the consequences. As Margaret pieces together the truth, she finds herself matching wits against a killer who may be watching her every move.

Before the ship reaches Alexandria, Margaret must uncover the secrets lurking below the surface or risk becoming the murderer’s next victim.
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Chapter 1
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Departure from Marseille

The RMS “Nile Breeze” lay in the harbour, a magnificent white vessel gleaming under the afternoon sun. A thin plume of smoke curled from its funnel as the final passengers boarded, the gangway a flurry of activity. The ship would soon set sail for Alexandria, carrying its well-heeled passengers to the wonders of Egypt. Among them was Margaret Redfern.

Margaret, a former schoolteacher, had an air of quiet authority about her. At sixty-two, she was a woman of keen intelligence and precise habits. Her brown hair, streaked with silver, was pinned neatly beneath a modest hat. Dressed in a sensible traveling suit, she carried herself with an unassuming confidence, one that often led others to underestimate her. She rather preferred it that way.

Beside her, Eleanor Middleton adjusted the clasp of her handbag and sighed. “A sea voyage,” she murmured. “I hope I shan’t regret it.”

Margaret smiled. “We’ll be perfectly fine, Eleanor. Just keep your eyes on the horizon if you feel unsteady. And drink tea, it solves most ailments.”

Eleanor, a few years younger than Margaret, had the delicate constitution of someone unused to travel. A widow of comfortable means, she had agreed to this adventure with some hesitation, though Margaret suspected her friend secretly relished the idea of something new.

As they stepped aboard, Margaret took in their fellow travellers. A mixture of British holidaymakers, European businessmen, and a few Americans crowded the deck. Some clutched guidebooks, eager for their first glimpse of Egypt, others looked as though they had made this voyage many times before.

A deep, commanding voice caught Margaret’s ear.

“I tell you, sir, the man’s a fraud! A scoundrel! A disgrace to the uniform!”

Turning, she saw an older gentleman, barrel-chested and red-faced, waving a cigar for emphasis. His thick, silver moustache bristled with indignation. The unfortunate recipient of his tirade was a mild-mannered man in his fifties with thin hair and a placid expression, John Clapperton.

“I assure you, General Forbes, I have never claimed to be anything I am not,” Clapperton said smoothly.

“Nonsense! You let people believe you served with honour, when in truth, you were a performer, a music hall trickster! And your dear wife,” Forbes sneered, “she pulled strings to get you into the War Office, didn’t she? Connections in all the right places.”

Margaret frowned slightly. It was one thing to hold a grudge, quite another to air it so publicly.

A woman appeared at Clapperton’s side, taking his arm with an air of possession. Adeline Clapperton was striking, not beautiful, but commanding. Her dress was an expensive shade of green that suited her severe features. A woman in her late forties, she held herself with a rigid posture, as if the world itself needed to be kept in line.

“That will do, General,” Adeline said coolly. “My husband has no need to explain himself to you.”

John Clapperton, for his part, merely smiled and said, “Shall we take our seats for departure, my dear?”

Margaret exchanged a glance with Eleanor. The Clapperton’s intrigued her. There was something about their dynamic, John’s quiet deference, Adeline’s sharp control, that suggested years of practiced routine.

The ship’s whistle blew, a deep, resonant sound that signalled their departure. The gangway was pulled in, and the great ship shuddered as its engines roared to life.

“Well,” Eleanor said, exhaling, “no turning back now.”

Margaret chuckled. “That, my dear, is the best part of an adventure.”

As the RMS Nile Breeze eased out of the harbour and into the open sea, Margaret had no way of knowing that before they reached Alexandria, a murder would take place. And she would be the only one capable of solving it.
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A Shipboard Society

The RMS Nile Breeze cut steadily through the deep blue waters of the Mediterranean, its decks bustling with passengers settling into the rhythm of shipboard life. The first evening aboard was a lively affair, the dining saloon filled with the clatter of silverware and the hum of conversation as travellers sized up their companions for the voyage ahead.

Margaret and Eleanor took their seats at a table near the portholes, where a pleasant breeze filtered in from the sea. The white-jacketed stewards moved briskly between tables, serving courses of consommé, fresh fish, and roast beef.

Margaret noted that the Clapperton’s had not joined the main dining room. Curious.

“I do hope the food is agreeable,” Eleanor murmured, adjusting her napkin. “I’ve always been wary of meals on ships.”

Margaret smiled. “Well, if it’s dreadful, we can always survive on biscuits and tea.”

Before Eleanor could reply, an older woman across the table leaned in with an eager expression.

“I do beg your pardon for interrupting, but I believe we are all to be shipmates for the next few days. I am Mrs. Beatrice Howell.”

She was an imposing woman, dressed in dark velvet despite the warmth of the evening. A widow, Margaret guessed, and one accustomed to a certain level of social standing.

“Margaret Redfern,” Margaret introduced herself. “And this is Mrs. Middleton.”

“Oh, a pleasure, I’m sure. And what brings you both to Egypt?”

Margaret sipped her wine before answering. “Curiosity, mostly. I’ve always wanted to see the pyramids.”

Mrs. Howell’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, I do envy you. I myself have been before, though of course, one never tires of it.” She lowered her voice slightly. “Such an interesting collection of people aboard this ship, don’t you think? I do love observing fellow passengers.”

Margaret suspected Mrs. Howell’s definition of ‘observing’ leaned heavily toward gossip, but she encouraged her nonetheless.

“Yes, a most diverse crowd,” Margaret agreed.

“Indeed! Take the Clapperton’s, for example.” Mrs. Howell gave a knowing look. “Mrs. Clapperton keeps to herself, but I’ve heard she rules her husband with an iron fist. Won’t even let him go ashore without her permission.”

Margaret raised an eyebrow. “And you know this how?”

Mrs. Howell chuckled. “Oh, my dear, one picks up these things when one listens.”

A chuckle from a young man at the table made them turn.

“Forgive me, ladies, but Mrs. Howell speaks the truth,” he said, a good-natured grin on his face. “I’m Michael Lyle, journalist, traveler, occasional troublemaker.”

Margaret took in his sharp features, the lively intelligence in his eyes. He had the air of a man who thrived on stories, always looking for the next big scoop.

“The Clapperton’s are interesting, no doubt,” Lyle continued. “A marriage of convenience, I’d wager. And General Forbes, well, he doesn’t exactly keep his opinions to himself.”

Margaret had already noted that. The general, seated a few tables away
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