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“Sit down, Davies,” Harrison said irritably.

Lennox Davies did not take the irritation to heart. Harrison Eastwood had been his mentor since Len was a youngster, and only once in his entire career had Len heard him sound anything less than short-tempered.

Professionally, that was. When not engaged in their particular line of work, Harrison was amiable and easy-going. Even after all these years, Len wasn’t sure which was the mask and which the real man. Harrison’s wife Joanna might know, but even though she and Len were cousins, she would never betray a secret of her husband’s to him or anyone.

“What is it now, sir?” Len strove to keep his weariness from bleeding through his tone. He’d hoped for a few weeks off after the last job, to give him a chance to go north to Scotland and see his sister and her husband, or even just to enjoy some leisure in London, but he’d received word from Harrison yesterday that they needed him to take on another case.

“The Corbin affair has sprung to new life,” Harrison said.

Len’s weariness vanished. This was more than business as usual. The Corbin affair had affected both him and Harrison on a deeply personal level.

“After all this time?” That affair had happened five years ago, in 1916, the heart of the war.

“MacDonald caught wind of him in France last month, and we’ve been tracking him down ever since. It seems he’s going to be in Hertfordshire next week, and it’s likely he’ll be meeting with a buyer for the papers. We’re not sure if the buyer is English, using them for their own personal gain, or a German seeking revenge, but either way—well, you know as well as I do that we cannot let those papers out of Corbin’s hands.”

“They should never have been in his hands in the first place,” Len said, his own hands clenching involuntarily.

The lines in Harrison’s face deepened. “We cannot afford to dwell on the past, my boy. What’s done is done. All we can do now is try to ensure no one else is hurt through Corbin’s actions.”

Len took a few calming breaths. “What do you want me to do?”

“Daniel Foy’s estate, Little Oaks, is in that part of the world, and his wife is hosting a house party next week. We think that Corbin’s buyer may be a guest. Even if not, it would be a good base for you to use to snoop around. I’ve already had Joanna wangle you an invitation from Foy for the party. I want you to go down there and find Corbin, intercept the exchange, discover the identity of the buyer, and, as should go without saying, recover and destroy those papers.”

Len raised an eyebrow. “And what will I do the second night?”

“It’s no joking matter, Davies!” Harrison barked.

Len stifled a sigh. So much for lightening the atmosphere with a bit of levity. “Of course not, sir.”

“You’ll take Becket with you, of course. He can investigate the servants while you hobnob with the lofty.”

Len would have taken his valet regardless, but he wished Harrison hadn’t made it an order. He trusted Becket, of course. The two had been working together for years, and Becket was excellent backup. But ever since 1916, Len had been uncomfortable with feeling responsible for other people’s lives. He’d started trying to keep Becket out of dangerous situations as much as possible, preferring to work alone, where the only life at risk was his. Here, though … he had to admit that without any clue as to who Corbin’s buyer might be, it was going to require someone downstairs as well as up to keep a proper eye out.

“Yes sir.”

“You know the role you have to play as a guest, of course.”

Of course. The wealthy, idle, man-about-town, without much of a brain in his head and no way to use it if he had one. That was Len’s mask, and with each year that passed he was more concerned that the mask would one day become the man.

“Of course, sah,” he said in an airy tone. “A house party will be just the ticket, don’t you know. A good way to rest from all the frightful fuss and bother of life in town. Sometimes a fella just wants a bucolic country retreat, what? Shouldn’t be surprised if I settle down on m’own estate one of these days—though then I’d have to be responsible for tenants and rents and drains and whatnot. Ghastly!” He gave an artistic shudder.

“You’ll do.” Harrison stood up from behind his desk, indicating the end of the interview. “And Len, I needn’t tell you how important this is. Not only to bring closure for you and me, but for all of us. If Corbin sells those papers to the wrong person, the truth about magic could be revealed to the entire world, and the result would be a catastrophe worse than the war. For the sake of all magicians, not just in England but everywhere, get those papers back.”

“You have my word,” Len said.

He left Harrison’s office, automatically using his favorite chameleon spell to obscure him from any prying or curious eyes that might see and remember him. Not that there was anything too peculiar about Len choosing to visit his cousin’s husband at his place of business, but the less the world saw of Harrison and Len together outside of family gatherings, the better.

He dropped the spell once he was several streets away, and stretched his long legs in a walk more suited to the open and free countryside than the crowded streets of East London. He barely noticed the people scrambling to get out of his way as he strode masterfully along.

He’d waited five years for this chance. Five years to finish the job he’d started and others had bungled. Five years to avenge Alec’s death. Nothing was going to interfere with his mission this time.

A bitter smile crossed Len’s lips. “Little Oaks, here I come.”
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Maia Whitney pasted a smile on her face and hoped her exhaustion didn’t leak onto her face or into her voice as she greeted her hostess for the evening with an appropriately light laugh.

“Julia darling! Did you receive my note about the party?”

“Yes, and I am extremely cross with you,” Julia Foy answered with a scowl that sat oddly on a face made for laughter and merriment.

They were quite the contrast, Maia and Julia. Maia was tall and sturdily built, with chestnut hair cropped into a long bob, a wide mouth and square chin, and eyes that shone either blue or green depending on her mood. Julia was a petite and vivacious blonde, with her hair cut into a bob as short and stylish as that of Irene Castle in The Amateur Wife, a film Julia had told Maia she had seen and adored when she and Dan were over in the States the previous winter. Julia’s eyes were brown, and she had a sparkle that lit her entire being, while Maia, though she hated to admit it, had never sparkled in her entire life. No one would have guessed, looking at them, that Julia was the elder, being twenty-four years old to Maia’s twenty-one.

The two women had worked together as nurses for the Voluntary Aid Detachment during the war and had, despite their differences (or perhaps because of them), become good friends. Maia was delighted when Julia came to visit her at Stanbury after the war, and even more when she had proceeded to meet, fall in love with, and marry the Whitneys’ closest neighbor, Daniel Foy. Maia had been bridesmaid at their wedding, and the two had remained good friends ever since—no matter how “cross” Julia was with Maia now.

“Your note said that you cannot be a house guest after all,” Julia said, “because your aunt is coming for an unexpected visit, but darling, that’s absurd. If she has come unannounced it’s too ridiculous of her to expect all the family to be at home, and anyway, surely she is there to see your mother and father, not you and your sisters. Besides, why should you have to stay home if Ellie and Merry can still come?”

“Merry’s lectures on the Brotherhood of Man and the Degradation of Servitude have succeeded in inspiring our last two maids to pack their bags and become shop girls instead of housemaids,” Maia said, letting her eyes stray to where her youngest sister was entrusting her small blue Austin Twenty automobile to one of the footmen.

“Oh no, not again,” Julia said.

“Yes, and our housekeeper was so incensed at losing yet another batch of housemaids that she quit as well, which leaves only our cook,” Maia said. “We cannot possibly get in new servants by tomorrow, so someone has to make sure that the guest room is ready and Mrs. Humphrey has everything she needs for meals.”

Maia was aware that Julia knew better than to suggest Mrs. Whitney take on that responsibility—a brief acquaintance with Maia’s mother had shown her that Mrs. Whitney would make more of a mess of things than she would help.

“I suppose it’s unreasonable to expect your sisters to help so that all of you could come, even if it would mean being later,” she said with a sigh instead.

Maia raised her eyebrows. “Given that Merry’s idea of helping is to chase away all our servants, and Ellie has inherited Mother’s deep and abiding love of creating drama where none need exist … to be honest, I’d rather do it myself, even if it does mean giving up the house party.” She struggled to keep the calm smile from slipping off her face.

Maia had long ago accepted that her role in her charming but chaotic family was to be the sensible one, the one who kept her head and kept things functioning despite her mother’s drama, her father’s tendency to disappear into his own world of books and daydreams, Ellie’s self-centered view of life, and Merry’s passion for lost causes. That didn’t mean she enjoyed it. Especially lately. She’d had a difficult time slipping back into that role after her two years at the front (she had lied about her age when signing up in 1916, and they had been so desperate for volunteers they’d accepted her without question), and now, almost three years after the end of the war, she was still restless.

Surely there was something more she could do with her life, something of value, something that wasn’t quite so mind-numbingly boring as soothing her sisters’ tantrums and making her parents’ lives easy. But was it selfish of her to wish to escape? Maia had seen enough selfishness from her family members that she had a horror of anything even close to that for herself.

Even this house party at Julia and Dan’s—it had promised a brief but delightful escape from the mundanity of her everyday life, a chance to enjoy being taken care of instead of taking care of others, an opportunity to mingle with people outside her usual scope, who perhaps would not automatically dismiss her as “reliable but dull Maia Whitney.” No, it had not been easy to give that up when they received the telegram from Aunt Amelia announcing her descent on them for the next day. But if she didn’t stay home, who would?

“I was relying on you, you know,” Julia said, slipping her arm through Maia’s and walking with her along the terrace rather than going in through the double front doors along with Ellie and Merry, who had given perfunctory waves of greeting to their hostess but hadn’t bothered coming over to say hello. “So many people, some of them friends or neighbors I invited and some Daniel’s acquaintances from town … I don’t know how I’m going to entertain them all, and I was certain you would be able to help me. I don’t know if I can forgive you for only coming to dinner tonight instead!” She laughed.

A flare of anger spiked deep inside of Maia, surprising her in its intensity. For a moment, it was so strong her vision almost greyed out, leaving a silvery haze at the corners of her eyes. She blinked several times, trying to dislodge it. Despite the fact that it was a balmy day, almost too warm for September, a cold breeze came out of nowhere, causing both ladies to shiver. The coldness calmed Maia’s tumultuous emotions somewhat, though the bitterness remained.

So Julia hadn’t wanted Maia here for her company, but only for her help! Even to Julia, she was “good old reliable Maia,” not “my friend with whom I enjoy spending time.” Oh, Maia supposed she was a fool to ever hope for anything more, but so be it: she was a fool. If only there were something—someplace—someone who would value her for who she was, not for her abilities to make other people’s lives easier!

In that moment, she was almost glad of Aunt Amelia’s unexpected arrival. If all Maia was wanted for was her usefulness, she would be better off home at Stanbury. And at least with Merry and Ellie here at Little Oaks, she would be spared some of her usual family turmoil.

Maia relaxed further and her smile became almost genuine as she reflected that for once, Julia was helping her, by taking her sisters off her hands for the weekend, rather than Maia helping Julia.

The last vestiges of the silver haze vanished from her vision, and with that gone the air temperature returned to normal as well. Odd—but then, who could predict English weather?

“I suppose we’d best go in to dinner,” Julia said, rubbing her bare arms with a puzzled frown. “If you can’t help me for the entire weekend, you can at least support me through the evening!”

* * *

Dinner was an informal affair, as most of the staff were given over to preparations for the dance that was to follow. Julia cheerfully broke with convention by having her guests seated according to a whim of her own, rather than the typical man-woman-man-woman set up, and also made it clear she expected conversation to be general rather than limited to one’s own dinner partners.

Maia found herself seated between Tim Spencer, a nice boy she’d known since he was in short trousers, and an unknown woman with dull blonde hair and lines of discontent worn into her face.

“Hullo, Maia,” Tim said cheerfully.

“Hullo, Tim,” she replied. “Is Laura here with you?”

“Oh yes, though I assume she’s found Merry by now and the two are busy despising the rest of us as useless weight on society. Search me why either of them come to events like these if all they’re going to do is criticize.”

Laura was seventeen, a year younger than Tim and the same age as Merry, and the two girls had discovered politics at much the same time and were sorely trying their families’ patience with their radical ways. Maia hoped that Laura had less success than Merry in inspiring the Spencer servants to give up their so-called menial employment for something nobler and more suited for an equal society.

It wasn’t that Maia didn’t approve of the idea of an equal society, it was simply that she found it terribly impractical to try to live with.

“Oh well, how would we know they disapprove of us if they didn’t attend and spend the entire time criticizing?” she said now with a laugh.

Her neighbor on the other side sniffed. “Young women these days are given far too much freedom. When I was a girl, we respected our elders, spoke when we were spoken to, and knew our place.”

Maia looked at her again. She didn’t seem much more than thirty, which meant that she would have been a girl in the nineties. Victorian morals and modes were still in play then—how ghastly. As irritating as Merry’s crazes and Ellie’s dramatics were, and as horrible as the war had been, at least no one was expecting girls to sit at home anymore with hands folded and eyes demurely lowered.

“Young people always have their passions,” Maia said. “I suppose politics are relatively harmless.”

“Politics are no fit topic for young ladies!” her neighbor insisted. “And they are far from harmless. It’s politics that start wars, you know. The wrong political ideas in the wrong hands …”

Tim coughed, and Maia held back a sigh. It was true that politics had the potential to be dangerous, but surely not in England—and in any case, this was hardly the time or the place for this sort of discussion. No wonder Julia had wanted her here!

It was an odd crowd, now that she took a moment to look around the table. There were the usual County young folk: Tim and Laura Spencer; Paul and Rob Danvers, the vicar’s sons; Maia herself and Merry and Ellie. Then there were the Honorable Frederick Winters and his sister Hermione, daring as usual in her masculine attire of impeccably tailored trousers and dinner jacket. They were friends of Julia’s family, Maia recalled from the last time they had paid a visit to Little Oaks. The rest must have been Dan’s acquaintances from town: the woman seated on Maia’s right; a faded, indeterminate-looking man around the same age sitting across from her; a gentleman with a narrow, pointed face and over-bright brown eyes next to Ellie; and another gentleman sitting directly across from Maia, a tall, well-built man perhaps a few years older than herself, with dark hair, blue eyes that crinkled at the corners, and a determined chin.

None of them seemed likely to get along well with the others, aside from Freddie Winters and maybe the gentleman across the table. He spoke up now, having apparently been following their conversation rather than participating in his own—no wonder, with Merry on one side ignoring him in favor of lecturing Paul Danvers on the snobbery of public schools, and the Honorable Hermione on the other looking impatiently at the clock as she waited for the meal to end and the dance to begin (though by all accounts it wasn’t the dancing that Miss Winters fancied, but the games of chance that generally accompanied it).

“I’ve always believed it was the desire for power that started wars,” the dark-haired man said, “and politics merely serves as the excuse.”

His voice was deep and rich, rumbling up from his chest and easily cutting through the higher-pitched tones around him.

Maia’s neighbor tossed her head and sniffed again, but made no reply. The gentleman caught Maia’s eye and smiled at her in a conspiratorial manner. She couldn’t help but smile back, wondering just who he was as she did. He was old enough to have fought in the war—was his opinion of it influenced by his own experience? She would have liked to ask him more about what he meant about power and politics, but there was no time now. Much to the relief of the Honorable Hermione and the delight of Ellie and others, Julia announced that it was time for them to leave the table and prepare for the dance, as the first guests were about to arrive.

Maia grimaced and lightly rubbed her temples. She was quite good at dancing, and enjoyed it when she had the chance, but somehow men never seemed to want her for a partner. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was too tall or if she simply did not look like someone who would dance well, but whatever the reason, dances were often frustrating for her, always wanting to participate and rarely being able to.

Besides that, people were bound to be smoking, and of late, Maia had found that the smell of cigarette smoke made her terribly ill. It was noticeable enough that even her mother had said something the last time Maia had fled, green-faced, from Ellie’s attempt at sophistication with a cigarette in a long jade holder.

“Really, Maia, one wouldn’t expect you to be so finicky!” she’d said. “You needn’t make everything about you. Your sister can smoke the occasional cigarette without you having to make an exhibition of yourself. Honestly, you remind me more and more of my sister Amelia.”

As this was the same Amelia who had unexpectedly announced her visit one day before her arrival, Maia now found that comparison even more insulting than she had at the time.

Whatever the cause, Maia was not looking forward to spending the evening in a room full of people smoking, especially when it was unlikely she’d even be able to dance much to make up for it. Her headache had returned, and with it those same silver flickers at the edge of her vision. She ought to see an oculist, she supposed. She’d had these sort of headaches before, when she was around fourteen, but then the war began and she’d had so much else to occupy her attention that she had not had the time to do anything about them, and eventually they went away on their own. She hadn’t even thought about them in years, until they started coming back a month or so ago.

Julia appeared at her side as they all left the dining room for Little Oaks’ well-designed ballroom.

“Maia darling, I want you to meet someone,” she said, looping her arm through Maia’s. To Maia’s disappointment, the “someone” was not the deep-voiced gentleman who had sat across the table from her, but rather the gentleman with the pointed face and reddish hair, who reminded her of a fox.

“Sir Bertram Grimes, my dear friend, Maia Whitney. Maia was supposed to be a guest at the house party this weekend, Sir Bertram, and I was counting on her to provide you with intellectual conversation, but family duty calls and she’ll only be here for the evening, so you must make the most of her time. Maia, Sir Bertram owns several factories and has the most modern outlook on how to operate them—I can’t understand half of what he says, but I know you’ll be interested.”

With that, she vanished, leaving Maia and Sir Bertram to size each other up.

“Are you interested in factories and modern working methods, Miss Whitney?” Sir Bertram asked.

“Not especially,” she answered with caution, not wanting to offend but also unwilling to pretend an interest where none existed. “My younger sister Merope might be, though. She has quite strong opinions on the poor conditions for today’s workers.”

“Ah,” Sir Bertram said. His eyes gleamed. “Yet you must have some opinions on the matter, or Mrs. Foy would not have introduced us. Unless she had other motivations?” He glanced down at Maia’s left hand, where no ring shone on any finger.

Maia stiffened. Was he implying that this was some matchmaking scheme? Odious little man! How appallingly vulgar! Heat rushed into her cheeks, through anger rather than embarrassment, and it took an act of severe self-control to keep her hands from clenching into fists.

“I don’t believe I quite understand you,” she said, her tone icy. “Excuse me, Sir Bertram.”

She stalked away into the ballroom, hearing a contemptuous snort behind her from the odious fox-man. What on earth had possessed Daniel to invite him to the house party this weekend?

Under ordinary circumstances, Maia appreciated the ballroom at Little Oaks. It had been dark and dingy when Julia first married Dan, but since then, the couple had improved it vastly. The walls were papered in a soft green with thin gold vertical stripes, and the same gold was picked up in the trim along the tops of the walls and the windows. French windows lined one side, opening onto the terrace in good weather and covered with warm brown curtains in poor. The floor was polished parquet, chandeliers and wall fixtures brought electric light into the room, and overall it was an example of marvelous good taste and wise expenditure.

Tonight, filled as it already was with a band and gyrating bodies on the parquet floor, Maia was nearly repulsed by it. Already disappointed by the way the evening was going and irritated at Sir Bertram’s insinuations, she was in no mood to find enjoyment in the sight of other people behaving like fools. She brushed past a potted fern, noting in passing how withered and brown it seemed—odd, that, as the staff would surely have not placed a dying fern in the ballroom at all, much less so close to the entryway—and tried to squeeze her way around the edges of the crowd to reach the French doors, where she could escape into the fresh air and breathe freely before making her excuses to Julia and going home.

“Maia! I’ve barely had a chance to say one word to you all evening. How are you, m’dear?”

Maia had to stop and smile at her host, Julia’s husband and her neighbor. They hadn’t grown up together, the way the Whitneys, Spencers, and Danvers’ had.. Though Little Oaks had been in the Foy family for several generations, it had belonged to Dan’s uncle. But that elder Mr. Foy’s son, a grave man some ten years older than Maia, had been killed at Mons in 1914, and when his father had died of old age and heartbreak only two years later, Dan was left the unexpected heir.

Dan had had his own troubles in the war, having lost his right leg on the battlefield. He’d been fitted with a false leg and got about on that admirably, with only the slightest hint of a limp, but it did eliminate many of the activities that other men his age enjoyed, dancing being one of them. He still rode, but only for pleasure, not for hunting, and more active games such as football, cricket, and tennis were also no longer available to him. Luckily he enjoyed reading, and he and Julia went on long walks through the Chiltern Hills together, but Maia knew it couldn’t have been easy for him.

Yet with all that, Daniel Foy remained pleasant, uncomplaining, and one of the kindest men Maia had ever met. Even in her current black mood, she couldn’t be irritable with him.

“I’m a little overwhelmed with all these people,” she answered him honestly. “Where does Julia find them all?”

Dan raised one shoulder in an amused shrug. “The Good Lord above only knows.”

Maia wanted to say something about the guests he had brought to the house, but she decided that would be rude, and swallowed her words.

“Would you like a drink, old thing? I believe Julia has champers circulating, or I can get you a sherry if you prefer.” Dan’s face creased in a smile. “I heard Ellie complaining earlier about the lack of any new and exciting cocktails, but somehow I don’t think you’d be bothered by that.”

Maia laughed with him. “No, indeed not. And I apologize for my sister’s rudeness.”

Dan waved a hand. “Good heavens, don’t think of it! Ellie is just a little thoughtless sometimes, that’s all. We’re all of us afflicted with that in our youth. Age and experience beats it out of us soon enough.” A momentary shadow darkened his eyes, and Maia felt a sympathetic chill.

The war had aged so many of them far too early.

A couple whirled past, the lady holding a cigarette with noxious smoke pouring from its tip. Nausea rose up in Maia’s throat, and even Dan’s nose wrinkled.

“I think I’ll pass on that drink,” Maia choked out. “I find myself in dire need of fresh air.”

Without waiting for Dan to answer for fear that if she stayed there one more moment she would embarrass herself and everyone else horribly by being sick, Maia fled for the French doors, not even noticing the way the crowd parted smoothly around her without a single person so much as brushing her skirt. Her entire being was concentrated on getting outside.

As it was such a warm evening, the doors were unlatched and partially open. Maia slipped through onto the terrace, where she breathed deeply for what felt like the first time since arriving at Little Oaks.

The lawn, gray in the moonlight, rolled down gracefully to the edge of the woods that separated Little Oaks from Stanbury, the Whitney home. The path between the two properties had been barely used in the years before Dan and Julia were married, but was now well-trodden from the frequent visits Julia and Maia made to each other. Maia looked longingly in that direction, but supposed she really ought not to flee before saying goodbye to Julia and Dan and getting a footman to fetch her coat. Not that she needed a coat on a night such as this, even though she was, daringly enough for her, wearing a sleeveless evening dress. Still, it wouldn’t do to leave her wrap behind; this time of year, one never knew when the weather might turn, and she wouldn’t want to have to come back here tomorrow for it.

No, the best thing to do would be to sit here on the terrace until she felt she could bear to go back inside with all the crush of people, bid her hosts farewell, ask Mrs. Blackwood, the housekeeper, to send a footman for her coat, and then leave.

Maia suited action to thought, and she seated herself at one of the small wrought-iron tables scattered along the terrace, deliberately choosing one out of way of the windows, so she couldn’t be seen from inside. She leaned back and tilted her head to look at the moon, shining silver in the dark sky. There was something comforting about its cool color and calm distance from the troubles and worries of earth. What wouldn’t she give for a chance to fly up there in the night sky and escape her mundane life, with its endless duties and responsibilities that had so little to show for it!

“Excuse me, I hope you don’t mind, but I brought you some sherry,” said the beautifully rich, deep voice of the gentleman from across the table.

Maia wrenched her gaze back to earth with a start. “Oh!” she said inanely as the man set two glasses of lemonade down on the table and seated himself across from her.

“Terribly rude to presume like this when we haven’t even been introduced, but I saw you leave just as I was looking for a way to escape the crush, and so I snatched two glasses from a passing tray and followed in your wake.” He smiled. “I’ll leave if you prefer solitude.”

Maia was flustered over the thought that this man—any man—had not only noticed her, but had chosen to follow her rather than enjoy the company of others. “I—no, thank you, you’re very kind.”

The horrible thought that perhaps he was only being kind, that he’d followed her out of pity—or worse, that Julia had asked him to come after her—crossed her mind. She tried to push it away, but it stayed a tickle in the back of her thoughts, causing her to stiffen up despite herself. Her companion didn’t seem to notice.

“A beautiful night like this seems a shame to waste on being indoors, don’t you think? I can’t imagine why everyone isn’t out here enjoying it.”

“Just as well,” Maia said despite her discomfort. “Then the crowd would be out here and we’d have to go back inside.” Oh horrors—she’d said we, as though they were together! How awful! He would think she was throwing herself at him.

The gentleman didn’t seem discomposed by her statement. Quite the opposite, as he tossed his head back and laughed heartily. “A fair point!” he said. “We’ll leave them to their music and their dancing and be the only sensible ones in the entire bunch.”

Sensible again. Maia winced. It wasn’t that she wanted to be insensible, but she was tired of that always being the only way anyone ever described her. At least this man included himself in that description.

“I used to dream of flying up to the moon,” he said now, looking upward. “On a night like tonight it almost seems possible.”

“I was just thinking how lovely it would be to go soaring through the night sky,” Maia blurted. Worse and worse—now it sounded like she was echoing him like a sycophant. Whatever was wrong with her tonight? She wasn’t usually this gauche. As pleasant as this gentleman was, if she was going to embarrass herself every time she spoke to him she almost wished he would go away.

“Were you really? How splendid!” he said heartily. “Tell me, if you could pick, would you choose to visit the moon or a star?”

“You mean, if stars weren’t really distant suns?” Maia said.

He waved an impatient hand. “Yes, yes, let’s not bother about technicalities. Imagine that a star is a shining planetary body and you could set foot on it without burning up. Which would you visit?”

“A star,” Maia said without hesitation. She’d never thought about it before, but she knew it without a doubt.

“Jolly good! Which one?”

Now she did hesitate—it sounded so pretentious.

“Go on,” he said, leaning forward. “I’ll tell if you do.”

Maia gave in. She’d already made an idiot of herself several times in front of this man, what would one more hurt? Besides, this was the maddest conversation she’d ever had with a stranger, and she was rather enjoying the Alice in Wonderland feel of it.

“I’d visit my star, of course. My namesake.” She couldn’t help smiling at his confused expression. “My father is a classical scholar, and he named my sisters and me for the Pleiades. I’m Maia, and my sisters are Electra and Merope. I think Papa was always a little disappointed that there weren’t seven of us to complete the set.”

“I like that,” the gentleman said, his eyes looking over her face and then gazing back up at the night sky. “You’re a daughter of the stars.”

Nobody had ever said anything like that about Maia before. She couldn’t decide if she should be flattered or suspicious of such an extravagant compliment.

“And which would you travel to, the moon or a star?” she asked, to hide her confusion.

“The moon,” he said. “Although I wish I had as good a reason to visit the stars as you do. But there’s something about the moon … it’s so far off, but not as far as the stars, and the way it waxes and wanes in a pattern no matter what other sort of madness is happening in the world … The moon was a good friend to me during the war. Madmen are said to be moonstruck, but I think the moon kept me sane.” He stopped and brought his eyes back to her. “D’you know, I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone that before.”

“Oh,” Maia said.

He smiled again, and this time there was real warmth in the smile rather than mere politeness. “You told me your name—at least your first name, and I met Miss Electra earlier and if she’s your sister I know your family name is Whitney—but I haven’t told you mine yet, even though you’ve been listening to me chattering on about all sorts of nonsense. I’m Lennox Davies. My friends call me Len.”

“How do you do,” Maia said automatically, then felt, once again, like a fool. What an absurd thing to say after the conversation they’d been having!

But once again Mr. Davies didn’t seem bothered by her stupidity. “I am very well indeed, Miss Whitney. Very well indeed.”













