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            ABOUT MURDER ON THE S.S. CLEOPATRA

          

        

      

    

    
      Luxury, lies, and murder on a Nile cruise

      

      Join Blix Windway, an adventurous lady traveler, on a journey down the Nile in 1924. An eclectic mix of passengers boards the steamer, including a captain of industry, a former stunt-girl reporter turned lady of the manor, an archaeologist, an American teacher, a British doctor and his invalid wife, and a German photographer. 

      

      When a passenger dies, the elegant cruise turns into a floating crime scene. With everyone confined on board, tensions rise and secrets surface. Even Blix’s traveling companion, Hildy Honeyworth, is behaving as if she has something to hide. Blix must navigate the treacherous waters of the investigation and uncover the truth. 

      

      Set against the stunning backdrop of the Nile River and the ancient wonders of Egypt, this classic whodunit is the second book in the 1920s Lady Traveler in Egypt series from USA Today bestselling author Sara Rosett.

      1

      PASSENGERS ON THE S.S. CLEOPATRA’S LATEST NILE CRUISE INCLUDE THE CHARMING MISS HONEYWORTH AND HER TRAVELING COMPANION, MISS WINDWAY. THEY PLAN TO DEPART THIS WEEK AND ARE BOUND FOR LUXOR.

      
        
        —Arrivals and Departures, The Nile

      

      

      

      “Welcome to the S.S. Cleopatra, Miss Windway.” The steward opened the door to my cabin and stepped back. I’d expected everything on the Nile steamer to be tucked away, with recessed cupboards and portholes, but except for its diminutive size, my cabin with its brass bed and full-size wardrobe looked much like the room at Shepheard’s Hotel, where I’d just checked out. There was even a desk under a large casement window. Linen curtains framed a view across the Nile to the fringe of greenery on the far bank. The whole room—walls and ceiling—was paneled in mahogany with a high gloss that gleamed nearly as much as the brass wall sconces.

      Hildy passed the open door, her aqua dress a flash of color, as she followed another steward to her cabin, one of the suites, which was located closer to the bow at the front of the steamer.

      Her delighted tones floated through the air. “Oh, but this is lovely! So luxurious . . .” Her voice faded into the din of the passengers arriving, a cacophony of footfalls on the deck, shouts of the laborers on the dock, and a sharp whistle from a steamer docked nearby. It was rather difficult to believe it was only a few weeks ago that I’d met Hildy while crossing the English Channel.

      In that short time, she had become very dear to me. My original travel plans had fallen through when the ferry docked at Calais, and Hildy had invited me to join her as her traveling companion. As we traveled from Paris to Alexandria and then on to Cairo, we discovered we rubbed along quite well together. She was several decades my senior and had an income that dwarfed my tiny bank balance, but because of what we’d experienced in Cairo—a shocking murder that the British officials had been reluctant to investigate—she was now a friend.

      The steward’s white robe swished as he crossed the cabin and placed my single suitcase at the foot of the bed. “I apologize for the narrowness of the room.”

      I approved of the gentle way he treated my luggage, which contained my lecture lantern and glass slides. “It does feel rather like one is in a dollhouse, but it’s delightful, Hassan.”

      “Excellent.” The tassel on his red tarboosh swung forward as he dipped his head. Like most of the crew, he was a native of Egypt and spoke English with a slight French accent. “The Blue Lotus Steamer Line will be happy you are pleased. This is the upper deck, and the saloon and promenade are located toward the bow. The dining room is on the main deck, which is below this one. You can reach that deck by using the staircases. Would you care for any refreshments? A drink or perhaps a sandwich before we depart?”

      “No, thank you. I don’t need anything else. I’ll unpack now.”

      As he bowed and turned to the door, a female voice screeched, “Boy!”

      The shrill call was repeated, and Hassan’s shoulders tightened. He quickened his step, moving silently in his ornate slippers from the cabin’s thick rug to the wooden planks of the deck. He paused on the threshold. “Please ring if you need anything. Would you like the door closed?”

      “Open is fine.” I was sure Hildy would be along in a moment. I put down my handbag and valise, then worked off my gloves. The strident female voice carried over the hubbub of boarding. “Ah, there you are at last. These dresses were not put away properly. That must be corrected immediately, or they’ll wrinkle terribly.”

      “I apologize, Miss Fairweather. I’ll see to everything.” Hassan’s muted, soothing tones contrasted with the woman’s strident voice.

      How could she call a middle-aged man boy? The wrinkles around Hassan’s eyes and the lines on either side of his mouth indicated he probably had children of his own. I made a mental note to increase the amount of my tip for him at the end of the journey.

      The woman’s imperious tones carried through the open door. “I should hope so. For the amount we’re paying, the service should be flawless. Now, about the ventilation. I require at least⁠—”

      I changed my mind and closed the door to silence the annoying Miss Fairweather, a stout aristocratic matron who had boarded the steamer with an attitude more reminiscent of an admiral taking charge of a battleship than of a passenger departing on a holiday. Her instructions on how her luggage should be carried up the gangway had delayed our boarding by a quarter hour.

      I tossed my gloves on the bed as I crossed to the desk, then pushed the linen curtain completely back. I unlatched the window, taking in the bustle around the steamer and the distant view of the pyramids of Giza. The constant slap of waves against the hull of the steamer at the waterline was a quiet, rhythmic counterpoint to the frenzy of activity on the deck and the dock.

      The whistle sounded again, this time from our steamer. It was the warning that we’d be underway soon, and Hildy and I had agreed to meet at the railing after seeing our cabins.

      I closed the window, then paused to pick up an envelope from the floor. Odd that it hadn’t been put away when the cabin was cleaned before our arrival. Everything else was spotless. I intended to put it in the desk with the other stationery, but once I picked it up, I could tell from the weight that it wasn’t empty. Had a prior passenger forgotten to address and post their letter?

      It wasn’t sealed, so I pushed back the flap and took out a single folded sheet of paper, which was the steamer’s letterhead. A handwritten note in blocky letters filled the page.

      

      Liar!

      Yes, that’s right. I know you’re a fraud.

      Not much longer, and your secret will be out.

      Everyone will know.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hildy looked up from her unpacking, spotted the envelope, and took it from me. “Oh, is that for me? Thank you, dear.” Her bed was covered with an explosion of color—fabrics and feathers in every shade of the rainbow were mixed with tissue, scarves, and handbags. The desk and bedside table were clear except for the expected lamps and ashtrays.

      It wasn’t unreasonable for her to assume it was for her. Hildy was a prolific letter writer. How she kept up with her mountains of correspondence, I couldn’t imagine. She chattered on, her mood effervescent. “The poor stewards are probably run off their feet. It’s not surprising they’d mix up our rooms on the first day and deliver this to you instead of me.”

      I’d returned the note to the envelope and gone along to Hildy’s cabin, not quite sure what to do with it. I had no secrets to conceal—my name had already been dragged through the gossip sheets years ago when I was dubbed “the Jilter”—so it couldn’t be for me. I’d considered throwing it in the rubbish, but the malicious tone had made me think that I should hand it off to Hassan when I next encountered him. He could pass it along to the head steward. I hadn’t intended to show it to Hildy, but she’d plucked it out of my hand before I could say anything.

      She flipped it over, and a faint wrinkle appeared between her brows as she glanced at the blank envelope.

      “Hildy, the note is rather vile,” I said as she drew out the paper, but she didn’t seem to hear me. Her gaze was fixed on the page she’d just unfolded.

      Hassan tapped on the door. “A reminder that we will arrive at the first stop in Badrashin in a few hours.”

      I thanked him and turned back to Hildy. “The note⁠—”

      Hildy was back at her trunk, unfolding tissue from around a dress. “A bit of trash, I think. A previous passenger must have left it behind.” The envelope was gone. She must have put it in her pocket or shoved it into the pile of dresses.

      She shook out a magenta evening gown and swept to the wardrobe in a whirl of spangles, disappearing behind one of the cabinet’s open doors. Above the clatter of the hangers, she said, “Do you still want to take a turn about the deck as we depart? It will be our last view of Cairo and the pyramids for several weeks.”

      “Ah—yes, of course.”

      Hildy bustled back to the bed and took up a peach day dress. “I’ll meet you on the deck in a few moments, then.”

      I considered pressing her about the note, but she had an air of determined busyness about her, so I only said, “You know the steward will put away your clothes for you.”

      “Oh, but why would I let someone else have the fun of handling all these lovely dresses? After years of wearing scratchy, ill-fitting, mended clothing, hanging each one up and admiring the beautiful tailoring is one of my little joys in life. It won’t take me long.”

      I doubted she’d be done in a few moments, so I returned to my cabin and set about my own unpacking. I didn’t expect the steward to put away my clothing. I wasn’t that class of passenger, not like Hildy. My cabin was tiny, and I wouldn’t be fawned over by the crew, but I’d paid for the passage myself, a fact that gave me extreme satisfaction.

      As I unpacked, I tried to shake off the uneasy feeling that had settled over me. Why hadn’t Hildy had some sort of reaction to the note? After reading it, I’d been baffled, repulsed, and curious in equal parts. Who would write such a thing? And who was it intended for? Hildy hadn’t shown any reaction at all, except to get on with her packing, which was odd. Could the note have actually been intended for her? No, absolutely not. Of course not.

      It didn’t take me long to hang up my dresses, then I closed the wardrobe and stood motionless for a moment. The thought that someone as vivacious and open as Hildy could be a liar or a fraud was absurd.

      I closed my suitcase and returned to tap on Hildy’s door. When there was no answer after a moment, I continued along the steamer to the promenade deck at the bow. The sun’s rays reflected off the polished wood, and I put up a hand to shield my eyes.

      I spotted Hildy at the far end of the deck, her back to me. As I approached, she leaned over the railing, and a cascade of tiny pieces of torn paper fluttered from her hand. The fragments floated on the surface of the Nile as the water soaked into them.
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        Passengers on the S.S. Cleopatra’s latest Nile cruise include the charming Miss Honeyworth and her traveling companion, Miss Windway. They plan to depart this week and are bound for Luxor.

      

        

      
        —Arrivals and Departures, The Nile

      

      

      

      “Welcome to the S.S. Cleopatra, Miss Windway.” The steward opened the door to my cabin and stepped back. I’d expected everything on the Nile steamer to be tucked away, with recessed cupboards and portholes, but except for its diminutive size, my cabin with its brass bed and full-size wardrobe looked much like the room at Shepheard’s Hotel, where I’d just checked out. There was even a desk under a large casement window. Linen curtains framed a view across the Nile to the fringe of greenery on the far bank. The whole room—walls and ceiling—was paneled in mahogany with a high gloss that gleamed nearly as much as the brass wall sconces.

      Hildy passed the open door, her aqua dress a flash of color, as she followed another steward to her cabin, one of the suites, which was located closer to the bow at the front of the steamer.

      Her delighted tones floated through the air. “Oh, but this is lovely! So luxurious . . .” Her voice faded into the din of the passengers arriving, a cacophony of footfalls on the deck, shouts of the laborers on the dock, and a sharp whistle from a steamer docked nearby. It was rather difficult to believe it was only a few weeks ago that I’d met Hildy while crossing the English Channel.

      In that short time, she had become very dear to me. My original travel plans had fallen through when the ferry docked at Calais, and Hildy had invited me to join her as her traveling companion. As we traveled from Paris to Alexandria and then on to Cairo, we discovered we rubbed along quite well together. She was several decades my senior and had an income that dwarfed my tiny bank balance, but because of what we’d experienced in Cairo—a shocking murder that the British officials had been reluctant to investigate—she was now a friend.

      The steward’s white robe swished as he crossed the cabin and placed my single suitcase at the foot of the bed. “I apologize for the narrowness of the room.”

      I approved of the gentle way he treated my luggage, which contained my lecture lantern and glass slides. “It does feel rather like one is in a dollhouse, but it’s delightful, Hassan.”

      “Excellent.” The tassel on his red tarboosh swung forward as he dipped his head. Like most of the crew, he was a native of Egypt and spoke English with a slight French accent. “The Blue Lotus Steamer Line will be happy you are pleased. This is the upper deck, and the saloon and promenade are located toward the bow. The dining room is on the main deck, which is below this one. You can reach that deck by using the staircases. Would you care for any refreshments? A drink or perhaps a sandwich before we depart?”

      “No, thank you. I don’t need anything else. I’ll unpack now.”

      As he bowed and turned to the door, a female voice screeched, “Boy!”

      The shrill call was repeated, and Hassan’s shoulders tightened. He quickened his step, moving silently in his ornate slippers from the cabin’s thick rug to the wooden planks of the deck. He paused on the threshold. “Please ring if you need anything. Would you like the door closed?”

      “Open is fine.” I was sure Hildy would be along in a moment. I put down my handbag and valise, then worked off my gloves. The strident female voice carried over the hubbub of boarding. “Ah, there you are at last. These dresses were not put away properly. That must be corrected immediately, or they’ll wrinkle terribly.”

      “I apologize, Miss Fairweather. I’ll see to everything.” Hassan’s muted, soothing tones contrasted with the woman’s strident voice.

      How could she call a middle-aged man boy? The wrinkles around Hassan’s eyes and the lines on either side of his mouth indicated he probably had children of his own. I made a mental note to increase the amount of my tip for him at the end of the journey.

      The woman’s imperious tones carried through the open door. “I should hope so. For the amount we’re paying, the service should be flawless. Now, about the ventilation. I require at least⁠—”

      I changed my mind and closed the door to silence the annoying Miss Fairweather, a stout aristocratic matron who had boarded the steamer with an attitude more reminiscent of an admiral taking charge of a battleship than of a passenger departing on a holiday. Her instructions on how her luggage should be carried up the gangway had delayed our boarding by a quarter hour.

      I tossed my gloves on the bed as I crossed to the desk, then pushed the linen curtain completely back. I unlatched the window, taking in the bustle around the steamer and the distant view of the pyramids of Giza. The constant slap of waves against the hull of the steamer at the waterline was a quiet, rhythmic counterpoint to the frenzy of activity on the deck and the dock.

      The whistle sounded again, this time from our steamer. It was the warning that we’d be underway soon, and Hildy and I had agreed to meet at the railing after seeing our cabins.

      I closed the window, then paused to pick up an envelope from the floor. Odd that it hadn’t been put away when the cabin was cleaned before our arrival. Everything else was spotless. I intended to put it in the desk with the other stationery, but once I picked it up, I could tell from the weight that it wasn’t empty. Had a prior passenger forgotten to address and post their letter?

      It wasn’t sealed, so I pushed back the flap and took out a single folded sheet of paper, which was the steamer’s letterhead. A handwritten note in blocky letters filled the page.

      

      
        
        Liar!

        Yes, that’s right. I know you’re a fraud.

        Not much longer, and your secret will be out.

        Everyone will know.
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        * * *

      

      Hildy looked up from her unpacking, spotted the envelope, and took it from me. “Oh, is that for me? Thank you, dear.” Her bed was covered with an explosion of color—fabrics and feathers in every shade of the rainbow were mixed with tissue, scarves, and handbags. The desk and bedside table were clear except for the expected lamps and ashtrays.

      It wasn’t unreasonable for her to assume it was for her. Hildy was a prolific letter writer. How she kept up with her mountains of correspondence, I couldn’t imagine. She chattered on, her mood effervescent. “The poor stewards are probably run off their feet. It’s not surprising they’d mix up our rooms on the first day and deliver this to you instead of me.”

      I’d returned the note to the envelope and gone along to Hildy’s cabin, not quite sure what to do with it. I had no secrets to conceal—my name had already been dragged through the gossip sheets years ago when I was dubbed “the Jilter”—so it couldn’t be for me. I’d considered throwing it in the rubbish, but the malicious tone had made me think that I should hand it off to Hassan when I next encountered him. He could pass it along to the head steward. I hadn’t intended to show it to Hildy, but she’d plucked it out of my hand before I could say anything.

      She flipped it over, and a faint wrinkle appeared between her brows as she glanced at the blank envelope.

      “Hildy, the note is rather vile,” I said as she drew out the paper, but she didn’t seem to hear me. Her gaze was fixed on the page she’d just unfolded.

      Hassan tapped on the door. “A reminder that we will arrive at the first stop in Badrashin in a few hours.”

      I thanked him and turned back to Hildy. “The note⁠—”

      Hildy was back at her trunk, unfolding tissue from around a dress. “A bit of trash, I think. A previous passenger must have left it behind.” The envelope was gone. She must have put it in her pocket or shoved it into the pile of dresses.

      She shook out a magenta evening gown and swept to the wardrobe in a whirl of spangles, disappearing behind one of the cabinet’s open doors. Above the clatter of the hangers, she said, “Do you still want to take a turn about the deck as we depart? It will be our last view of Cairo and the pyramids for several weeks.”

      “Ah—yes, of course.”

      Hildy bustled back to the bed and took up a peach day dress. “I’ll meet you on the deck in a few moments, then.”

      I considered pressing her about the note, but she had an air of determined busyness about her, so I only said, “You know the steward will put away your clothes for you.”

      “Oh, but why would I let someone else have the fun of handling all these lovely dresses? After years of wearing scratchy, ill-fitting, mended clothing, hanging each one up and admiring the beautiful tailoring is one of my little joys in life. It won’t take me long.”

      I doubted she’d be done in a few moments, so I returned to my cabin and set about my own unpacking. I didn’t expect the steward to put away my clothing. I wasn’t that class of passenger, not like Hildy. My cabin was tiny, and I wouldn’t be fawned over by the crew, but I’d paid for the passage myself, a fact that gave me extreme satisfaction.

      As I unpacked, I tried to shake off the uneasy feeling that had settled over me. Why hadn’t Hildy had some sort of reaction to the note? After reading it, I’d been baffled, repulsed, and curious in equal parts. Who would write such a thing? And who was it intended for? Hildy hadn’t shown any reaction at all, except to get on with her packing, which was odd. Could the note have actually been intended for her? No, absolutely not. Of course not.

      It didn’t take me long to hang up my dresses, then I closed the wardrobe and stood motionless for a moment. The thought that someone as vivacious and open as Hildy could be a liar or a fraud was absurd.

      I closed my suitcase and returned to tap on Hildy’s door. When there was no answer after a moment, I continued along the steamer to the promenade deck at the bow. The sun’s rays reflected off the polished wood, and I put up a hand to shield my eyes.

      I spotted Hildy at the far end of the deck, her back to me. As I approached, she leaned over the railing, and a cascade of tiny pieces of torn paper fluttered from her hand. The fragments floated on the surface of the Nile as the water soaked into them.
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        The Ministry of Public Works reports a deep crack has appeared in the neck of the Sphinx. Repairs are to commence with all haste to prevent further damage to this ancient marvel.

      

        

      
        —The Nile

      

      

      

      I paused several feet away from Hildy as she folded the now empty envelope and stuffed it deep into a pocket while watching the bits of paper submerge. I was hesitant to intrude. She clearly didn’t want to talk about the note since she’d just torn it to bits and thrown it in the Nile. After a second, she pushed away from the railing, turned, and immediately ran into an older gentleman, an acquaintance of ours from Cairo, Mr. Listergraff. The collision set her hat askew and caused him to drop the book he was holding.

      “Hello! Well met, Miss Honeyworth!” Henry Listergraff was in his late sixties and had a substantial gray mustache, the build of a bulldog, and a good-natured disposition. His faint German accent carried to where I stood. “My apologies for bumping into you.” The last time I’d seen Mr. Listergraff, he’d been in the desert outside of Cairo, and he’d been wearing knee-high boots, rough trousers, and a scruffy blazer with elbow patches. Today he was turned out in a tan three-piece suit and pith helmet. He looked as if he were ready to pose for a photo for the Arrivals and Departures column of The Nile, the newspaper of the British community in Cairo.

      He retrieved his book while Hildy righted her hat. “No need for an apology, Mr. Listergraff. It was I who cannoned into you.”

      “In any case, I’m delighted you’re traveling on the S.S. Cleopatra.”

      “Likewise, Mr. Listergraff.” Was it the heat of the day that made Hildy’s cheeks a touch pink, or was it Mr. Listergraff who brought a blush to her face?

      The deck shifted, and I realized we were moving away from the bank.

      Hildy noticed too. “Oh, we’re off. How exciting!”

      “Shall we?” Mr. Listergraff asked, motioning to the port side of the steamer where passengers were gathered, waving to people who had come to see the steamer off.

      I set off to catch up with them. The deck was quite full, and I was weaving around the other passengers who were also moving to the railing, when a familiar face caught my eye, and my steps slowed. Surely I’d been mistaken? I slowly approached a crew member, who stood away from the railing, his back against the outer wall of the cabins.

      He wore the navy uniform of the Blue Lotus Line, a double-breasted suit jacket with a row of gold braid on each sleeve and matching trousers. His head was bent over a clipboard, the brim of his peaked hat hiding his face as he wrote. I dipped down to get a good look at the man’s face, then straightened, barely able to believe what I’d seen. “Mr. Briarcliff?”

      The pencil continued scratching across the paper.

      He looked up as he pushed a pair of thick, black-rimmed round glasses higher on his nose. He had a short beard and a narrow mustache, but it was unmistakably Mr. Briarcliff. “It is you! What are you doing in that uniform?”

      I’d also met Rafe Briarcliff in Cairo, where I’d made the faux pas of thinking that he might be a murderer. We hadn’t exactly gotten off on the right foot, but once I discovered he worked for Mr. Martin, a man who owned most of the major hotels in Egypt, he moved down my suspect list and we eventually formed . . . well, not exactly a friendship—he was far too standoffish for that. I suppose you’d call it an alliance, and an uneasy one at that.

      “You’re mistaken, miss. I’m Assistant Manager Cordial.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “Mr. Cordial? You?”

      He scanned the passengers around us, who’d taken no notice of us, then he snapped the pencil down to the clipboard and motioned with it toward the stern of the ship. He raised his voice as he put his hand on my arm above the elbow. “Yes, there are some points of interest on the starboard side. Allow me to show you.” He propelled me along the deck to the stern of the steamer, then around to the opposite, deserted side of the craft.

      “Is this a new line of work, Mr. Briarcliff? Are you no longer a free agent?” He turned to face me, and I took a step back. “You’re furious.” I was astounded at the heat of his gaze, and despite the beard, I could see his mouth was in a flat line, as if he were clenching his jaw.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I thought I was greeting an acquaintance,” I said tartly, twitching my arm.

      His hand fell away. “I apologize.” He looked away, his view focused on the cloudless sky. The buttons on his jacket moved as he drew in a deep breath. He swiveled, his gaze locking on mine as he closed the distance between us, his broad-shouldered form blocking out the bank of the Nile. I held my ground, even though I had to tilt my chin up to see his face. His voice was low as he said, “It’s imperative that no one else knows I’m on the steamer—especially Hildy. It’s hush-hush.”

      Irritation fired through me. “You are an insufferable and annoying man. Surely you know by now that I’m not a gossip.”

      “Yes, that’s true.” He said the words as if he didn’t want to admit the fact. “You do keep your own counsel, but you’re traveling with Hildy. Please don’t tell her. I’m here in the role of the assistant manager, and my task is to assess the crew’s performance and make sure everything’s running smoothly. The best way for me to do that is to be incognito, as far as the passengers are concerned. Normally, an assistant manager wouldn’t have friends among the passengers, and if Hildy greets me as you did, then it could give the game away to the crew.”

      “You mean they might figure out you’re spying on them.”

      “Job assessment is what it’s called. This is one way the Blue Lotus Line maintains its high standards.”

      I tipped my head to one side. “So, you’re asking me for a favor. You are asking for a favor?”

      His gaze darted to a passing couple, and he lowered his voice even more. “Yes.”

      “I see. And you chose Cordial as your surname?”

      He let out a huff and twisted his chin as if his collar were too tight. “One of Mr. Martin’s employees—the one who arranged my passage and my cover identity—has a rather broad sense of humor.”

      “Quite.” Rafe Briarcliff’s disposition was the opposite of cordial. Prickly would have been a better choice for his assumed last name.

      “So this is part of the work you do for Mr. Martin? I thought he owned hotels.”

      “Occasionally, yes. Mr. Martin’s holdings include the steamers of the Blue Lotus Line and a few other venues that are key parts of the tourist trade.”

      “Goodness, I had no idea his business was so vast. That’s interesting, but I’m far more curious about something else—your first name. Is it still Rafe?”

      “No, the joker wasn’t content with changing only my surname. I’ll certainly make the stipulation that I keep my first name if I ever do this in the future. However, that’s neither here nor there. I’m simply Assistant Manager Cordial.”

      The deck shifted and water churned as the steamer, now that we were away from the dock, altered course. I crossed my arms and leaned against the railing. “The price of my silence—especially with Hildy—is your temporary first name.” Since he didn’t want to tell me, it must be a doozy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lord and Lady Ashbourne have arrived at Shepheard’s Hotel for their annual winter sojourn. After a fortnight, they plan to journey up the Nile aboard the steamer Osiris next month.

      

        

      
        —Arrivals and Departures, The Nile

      

      

      

      He looked out at the spiky palm trees on the far bank of the Nile as the steamer picked up speed. “Fine. For this journey, I must endure the moniker of . . . Cosmo.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep in another laugh that threatened to bubble up. “Cosmo? Cosmo Cordial?” His mustache wrenched into a grimace as I added, “Very urbane.”

      “Isn’t it?” He closed his eyes briefly and shook his head, his shoulders relaxing. “I have to admit that I can see the humor in it.” One corner of his mouth turned up, which was the closest Mr. Briarcliff ever came to a smile. “Cosmo Cordial is more appropriate for an English tourist who lounges about the casinos.”

      “Extremely memorable too.”

      “Which is exactly what I don’t want to be.” He straightened his suit jacket. “How did you recognize me?”

      I waved a hand from his head to his feet. “It’s you. Despite the spectacles and the beard, it’s obviously you. I’m sure Hildy will recognize you in an instant as well.”

      His fingers beat a quick rhythm on the railing. “It’s odd. I’ve run across a few acquaintances from Cairo, and no one has recognized or noticed me.” He cut his gaze toward me. “Except for you.”

      “I’m a noticing sort of person.”

      “Yes, you are.” His tone indicated it wasn’t a good thing. “It must come from you being a photographer. You see things that other people miss.”

      “Well, I won’t reveal your identity, Cosmo. I’ll keep your secret. The question is, can you keep your secret?”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      I ran my hand along the railing as I surveyed him again. “You don’t have a deferential air about you.” I angled my chin toward the cabins. “Every passenger on this steamer is your superior. They’ll expect you to carry out their wishes, answer their queries, solve their problems. You’ll have to let go of that self-assured, commanding manner of yours.” I felt my brows draw together. “Have you done this masquerade successfully before?”

      “Of course. Subterfuge is my specialty.”

      I gave him a long look. He broke eye contact first.

      I saw a splash of color among the people strolling along the starboard deck. “That plume of aqua feathers can only be Hildy’s hat. I believe she and Mr. Listergraff have just rounded the stern and are heading toward us.”

      Mr. Briarcliff—I couldn’t think of him as Mr. Cordial—adjusted his glasses and dipped his head over his clipboard.

      Mr. Listergraff nodded a greeting at me as he came even with us, then gave Mr. Briarcliff a wink, which Hildy didn’t see. She said to me, “Blix, dear, I missed you at the railing. It was quite a crowd. Don’t forget to change for the donkey ride to Saqqara this afternoon.” She inclined her head in a polite way to Mr. Briarcliff, then continued on her promenade with Mr. Listergraff.

      I waited until they were out of earshot, then said, “I can’t believe it. Hildy didn’t even look twice, but Mr. Listergraff obviously knows you’re incognito.”

      “I had to let him in on the secret. He’s an old friend, and his cabin is next to mine. I knew our paths would cross frequently. At least Hildy didn’t recognize me.”

      “Curious, that.” I gazed after her. Hildy was usually so astute. She was savvier than me when it came to assessing people and appearances. I was surprised that she hadn’t seen through Mr. Briarcliff’s disguise at once. “She’ll figure it out, though. And when she does, I’ll tell her all her anger should be directed at you, not me.”

      “I’ll handle it, should the occasion arise. Hopefully, she’ll depart the steamer in Luxor never knowing I was on the S.S. Cleopatra.”

      The rustle of fabric drew my attention to the woman who was approaching, Miss Fairweather. The scent of hyacinths filled the air as she joined us. Her mahogany hair was piled on top of her head, which emphasized her slightly jowly cheeks. She had delicate little hands and big brown eyes, which were open wide in a way that brought to mind the cows on the home farm at Burywood Hall. While most of the passengers were dressed in linen or cotton, she looked as if she were on her way to the Savoy. She wore a lavender silk day dress with rope-length pearls and a wide-brimmed hat with a swath of lavender tulle tied around the crown.

      She held a lacy handkerchief in her left hand, and it fluttered as she shook it at Mr. Briarcliff. “I have a small question, Mr. . . .?”

      “Cordial,” he supplied in a clipped tone. “What is it?”

      I caught Mr. Briarcliff’s eye—I couldn’t think of him as Mr. Cordial, even when he announced it—and gave a small shake of my head. I sent him a look many a governess had sent my way when I’d misbehaved.

      His brows lowered as he watched me for a second, but then he tucked his clipboard under his arm and turned fully toward Miss Fairweather and spoke in a milder tone. “I’m happy to help you with whatever questions you have.” He pressed a hand to his chest, covering the buttons on his double-breasted jacket. “That’s why I’m here.” He seemed to have to push out the words, but they did emerge.

      The full force of Mr. Briarcliff’s attention seemed to disconcert her. The lace handkerchief danced. “Oh my—um. What was I saying? Oh yes. I’d like to confirm—I’m sure you’ll think it’s silly of me—but the schedule says our departure this afternoon is at two o’clock for Saqqara, but another passenger told me it was at four. I would so hate to miss it. Can you enlighten me?”

      Mr. Briarcliff didn’t need to look at his clipboard. “The outing is indeed at two. And you’ve no need to worry. There’s no way you’ll miss it. The whistle will sound when we arrive.”

      The handkerchief flitted as Miss Fairweather daubed at her temple under the brim of her hat. “Oh, thank you so much. I must say that it is so good to have a man confirm these things. You know, we ladies get mixed up so often. I wouldn’t want to miss our first outing.”

      “No need for you to worry, Miss Fairweather, isn’t it?”

      The lace twitched double-time as she shook it at him. “Yes, but how did you know?”

      “Simply doing my job, madam.” He paused, removed his own handkerchief, turned away, and wiped his nose. As he put his handkerchief away, he apologized and said, “My hay fever sometimes flares up. Now, where were we? Oh yes, there will be plenty of warning to give you time to go to ashore. You should go along to your cabin now.” Mr. Briarcliff shot a quick glance at me out of the corner of his eye, then said, “What I mean is, the heat of the sun will be quite intense this afternoon, and you’ll want to be well rested. Let me introduce you to a fellow passenger, Miss Blix Windway. Miss Windway, Miss Millicent Fairweather.”

      Miss Fairweather shook my hand with the barest touch of two fingers, then turned back to Mr. Briarcliff. “Thank you, Mr. Cordial, for your guidance. I do so appreciate it.” She departed without glancing my way or saying goodbye.

      Another man stepped up to speak to Mr. Briarcliff. The new arrival had sandy hair gone gray at his temples and the beginnings of a paunch under his linen vest. His fair complexion was tinged pink from the heat. A pipe filled one pocket, and a black notebook stuck out of the other one, spoiling the line of his white linen suit jacket. He ran a folded handkerchief across his forehead. “About the excursion this afternoon, my wife is fatigued. Is it possible for her to stay behind on the steamer?”

      “Of course, Dr. Walsh. Our guests are always welcome to stay aboard the steamer when we dock. In fact, tea will be . . .”

      I stepped back and went in search of Hildy, thinking that Mr. Briarcliff might not have realized what he was signing up for when he agreed to work as the assistant manager on the steamer.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later I looped my camera strap around my neck and went to tap on Hildy’s door. “Did you have a good rest?” I asked. We’d retreated to our cabins after lunch to rest before the excursion. Hildy sat at her dressing table, adjusting her pith helmet. She’d changed into a long linen skirt with a matching suit jacket.

      “Couldn’t sleep at all. I find all of this too exciting to nap. Will you do the step pyramid or the tombs? Apparently, we’ll only have time for one or the other.”

      I sat down on the edge of her bed. “The tombs, I think. The mural reliefs are supposed to be exquisite.”

      “I agree.” Hildy suddenly swiveled toward me, spinning completely around on the little stool. “Who was that dashing man, the crew member you were speaking to when we departed Cairo? I forgot to ask you at luncheon.”

      My conscience pricked at me. I swallowed and looked down, smoothing the fabric of my riding breeches. I’d agreed to keep Mr. Briarcliff’s secret, but I couldn’t look Hildy in the eye and lie to her. “That was the assistant manager, Mr. Cordial.”

      “Perhaps you’ll see more of him . . .”

      I looked up. Hildy’s eyebrows were raised to the brim of her pith helmet, a speculative expression on her face.

      “Perhaps. Although I suppose interactions of the type you’re insinuating between passengers and crew would be frowned upon.”

      “Nonsense. You should always judge a person by their inherent characteristics, not their social position.”

      “I agree, but you know society takes a completely different view. In fact, my mother would faint dead away if she thought I was even considering speaking to a member of the crew in any way except to give an order.”

      “Well, we shall see. There’s another young man on the steamer.” She picked up the printed card with the passenger list. “Howard Alexander.”

      “Fair-haired, a bit shabby, with weathered cuffs and worn shoes? I did see him, but I didn’t meet him at luncheon.”

      “Yes, that’s Mr. Alexander. I spoke to him briefly earlier. An archaeology scholar. That explains the scruffiness—you know how scholars are. They can work the most complicated maths in the world but won’t notice if their shirt is wrinkled, their spectacles are smudged, or their tie is spotted with egg yolk. They don’t give two figs for looking fashionable. The young man is on his way to a dig in Luxor.”

      Hildy tapped the name at the top of the list. “I didn’t meet Mr. and Mrs. Ambrose Fairweather. I’m surprised they weren’t at luncheon. Rather ill-mannered not to attend the first meal. He’s quite well-known. I saw a mention of them in Arrivals and Departures. A captain of industry was all it said in the column.”

      I’d only glanced at the passenger list that had been placed in my cabin. “Fairweather, did you say? I met a Miss Millicent Fairweather earlier today. She looked to be in her late forties or early fifties and was fluttery and accommodating when speaking to the assistant manager, but she behaved quite differently to her cabin steward.”

      “Badly, you mean?”

      “Yes.”

      Hildy made a tsking noise. “I can’t understand why people treat staff poorly. At a very minimum, one doesn’t want to get on the bad side of the person who brings one’s food, runs one’s bath, and takes care of one’s clothes.” Hildy tapped the edge of the card. “Yes, Miss Fairweather is listed separately. She must be related to the couple.” She tilted her head to the side as she murmured, “Ambrose Fairweather. Why does that name ring a bell?”

      “Do you think he’s the Mr. Fairweather? Of Fairweather Rubber? The company that manufactures hot water bottles and sink plugs? If he is, then he’s the man who married the much-younger stunt-girl reporter.”

      Hildy pointed the card at me. “Yes, I think you’re right. What was her name? Louisa something. She wrote such interesting articles years ago. There was that truly horrifying series about factory girls and their working conditions. The description of her time with the flying circus was much easier reading—although frightening in its own way. Imagine being a wing walker!” Hildy had been speaking more to herself than to me, her unfocused gaze directed out the window. She snapped her fingers. “Louisa Lancaster. That was it!”

      “She sounds like a fascinating person. I haven’t read any of her articles.”

      “They were in the American papers. My brother was stingy as Scrooge, except when it came to subscribing to newspapers and periodicals. I might not have had money to buy a nice roast, but one thing we did have was a surplus of reading material.”

      I’d heard very little about Hildy’s brother, for whom she’d kept house before his death, and I would have asked her more about her background, except I realized where I’d encountered the Fairweather name. “Oh, I know why the name is familiar. I gave a lecture at the Fairweather estate, Nobilis Domus.” Lectures were how I made ends meet, and they tended to blend together in my memory. Drafty meeting rooms in town halls were very alike, meaning echo-y and usually supplied with creaky chairs, but the meeting at Nobilis Domus stood out in my memory. “It was several months ago, and the village WI coordinated everything, so I only met Mrs. Fairweather briefly. The estate was enormous and had miles of gorgeous gardens as well as an orangery.”

      A whistle sounded, and Hildy popped up from the stool. “Let’s see if Mr. and Mrs. Fairweather join us for Saqqara.”
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        At last week’s Heliopolis races, Have a Go proved to be a good bet, but those with money to burn flocked to back Golden Whisper, despite the horse’s lackluster history. One wonders if the sudden interest has more to do with the owner’s famous charm than the stallion’s speed.

      

        

      
        —About Town, The Nile

      

      

      

      Hildy and I were at the railing, waiting our turn to disembark, when Mr. Fairweather emerged from his cabin. He was short and had a squat build, but he wore his status like a mantle. He cut through the crowd, which fell back as if he were royalty. He didn’t look left or right, but headed straight for the gangplank, which had been set up moments earlier. A cream-colored Monte Carlo hat shaded his bulbous nose and prominent brow, which hung over deep-set dark eyes that turned downward at the outer corners. Below a thick, grizzled mustache, a cigar poked out of the corner of his mouth. He wore a cream flannel suit with a pale blue bow tie that matched his pocket square.

      He reached the top of the gangplank and jerked his cigar out of his mouth. “We’re a quarter hour behind schedule.”

      The crew member stationed at the top of the gangplank was a young man with a slender build who looked as if he hadn’t quite grown into the navy suit jacket he wore. “Apologies, sir. We can’t let down the gangplank until the captain gives the order.”

      “We better have an extra quarter hour at the site.”

      Our tall dragoman, Tabia, who had introduced himself at luncheon, stepped forward with a swish of his robe. He towered over Mr. Fairweather and announced in a booming voice, “All will be well, I assure you, Mr. Fairweather. You will have ample time and won’t be rushed.”

      Mr. Fairweather made a huffing sound that conveyed extreme disbelief, then turned and shuffled down the gangplank, a waft of cigar smoke trailing after him.
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