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Out of all the ghastly holidays, Maia Whitney thought crossly to herself, Christmas was the worst. An entirely artificial affair, filled with traditions nobody knew (or cared) the meaning of; overeating indigestible food; charities begging for money by singing cloying Christmas carols at every street corner; families pretending to like each other for a few hours; and buying and receiving gifts nobody really wanted.

The fairer part of her mind admitted that her mood might have been worsened by the crush of shoppers on Regent Street all engaged in the same activity she was—attempting to purchase last-minute Christmas gifts for friends and family, and that therefore much of this was her own fault for procrastinating. The other part of her mind snappishly thought that if one more person jostled her or stepped on her foot, she would lose her temper and unleash a spell on the whole lot of them, magicians’ protocol be—darned.

No sooner had she thought this than she was crashed into by a woman who clearly could not see where she was walking over the pile of boxes in her arms. Both women staggered back, and packages scattered everywhere. 

“Oh—sorry!” said a familiar voice.

Maia, about to respond with an automatic “sorry” in return, though she would have liked to freeze the woman with a few well-spoken words for her carelessness, stopped before the word left her lips. “Lydia?” she asked instead.

The woman looked up from trying to collect her belongings. “Maia Whitney, I declare,” she said.

It was Lydia—tall, stately, with golden-brown hair and golden-brown eyes almost the same shade, beautiful and competent as ever, though without the serenity that even the fields of France hadn’t been able to shatter. Maia hadn’t seen her friend and fellow V.A.D. since the war ended and they had gone their separate ways.

“Darling, I am glad it’s you,” Lydia said, straightening up and giving her a quick embrace. “Not that I’m happy to have knocked into you, but you know what I mean.”

“Look out!” Maia cried in response, and dove after one of Lydia’s packages that was about to be crushed under the foot of a stout matron oblivious to her surroundings.

“Look here, this is impossible,” Lydia said, accepting the box from Maia and attempting to gather the rest. “Let’s get some tea and we can have a real palaver.”

Maia agreed, and if she used a very small spell to help get the rest of their combined boxes and bags together safely, no one noticed at all.

Later, once they had been seated at a lovely corner table at Brown’s and served tea and sandwiches by a deferential waiter, they were able to settle down to a proper chat. Lydia discovered that Maia had been living with her aunt in London for the past year, and applauded her choice to make a life for herself away from her lovable but maddening family, and hinted that Maia would do well to think about a career as well.

Maia could not, of course, explain to her non-magical friend that she was apprenticing to her aunt in magical studies and hoped to become an independent magician in a few years, specializing in one area or another—she hadn’t yet decided which particular branch of magic she wanted to pursue.

“But where are you living now?” Maia asked instead, turning the conversation from herself. “I got the card for your wedding last year, but I simply couldn’t get away.” She had been in the throes of learning the basics of magic then, with her abilities at their most dangerous as she struggled to master the art of control. Aunt Amelia had forbidden her to even leave the house most days for fear she would accidentally set a shop or taxicab on fire.

Thank heavens, she was better at controlling her magic these days, even if it did still sometimes swell and threaten to overwhelm her.

Lydia set her teacup down and played idly with a chocolate biscuit. “Denis and I were hoping for a few years to ourselves, but his parents unfortunately were killed in an automobile accident six months ago, so Denis inherited the hall and we had to move there. It’s a dreadful old stone pile in Yorkshire, practically a castle, all falling to bits, but Denis is determined to fix it up and be a responsible landowner despite the death duties and—and other difficulties.” For a moment, a shadow crossed her face. “I tried to convince him to spend Christmas in London,” she continued, her casual tone unchanged. “But he said no, we had to have a proper old-fashioned Christmas, with mince pies and mulled wine and a tree and crackers and roast goose and the rest of it.”

She and Maia exchanged a grimace.

“So I am here getting my shopping done before returning to my northern exile,” she finished. “What about you, what are your plans for Christmas?”

“Aunt Amelia is going to France, and I refuse to go to Stanbury and endure my mother’s dramatics, so I shall be spending the day quietly by myself, with only the servants for company,” Maia said, trying to hide her satisfaction at the thought of an entire day to read and practice magic and not have to put on a façade of holiday cheer for anyone.

“Lucky you,” Lydia said. “Under the circumstances, then, I suppose I really can’t ...” She trailed off.

Maia eyed her suspiciously as she raised her teacup to her mouth with an overdone air of innocence. She knew that look. “Can’t what?”

Lydia set the cup back down. “Oh Maia, it’s going to be beastly. Denis’s cousin—Sir John Lucas, do you know him?—wants to marry this dreadful French comtesse, and he begged Denis to host them both for Christmas as well as invite a few other guests so as to make it less obvious that they’re there only for John to woo her, and for some reason Denis agreed. So now we are having this horrid house party and I have to be hostess to all these Bright Young Things who would rather be drinking cocktails and dancing to gramophone records than singing carols around the fireplace. When I bumped into you I thought it was the perfect plan—I could rescue you from Christmas with your family by inviting you to join the party, and secure myself an ally as the same time. Darling, I could so use your support. I know it’s rotten of me to beg you when you have this lovely plan of solitude, but ...” She trailed off again.

Maia considered it. She hated to turn her back on anyone needing her help, and Lydia knew it and was taking deliberate advantage of her weakness. She was trying to overcome this tendency to take responsibilities not her own onto her shoulders, and was getting better at it, but this was different. Lydia wouldn’t ask unless there was more at stake than a boring house party and difficult guests. Behind her friend’s cool demeanor was an air of ... well, in anyone else, Maia would have called it panic.

“You are a bad friend,” Maia said with a sigh.

Relief spread over Lydia’s face. “Oh Maia, you are an angel.”

“A Christmas angel, I suppose,” Maia grumbled, and poured herself another cup of tea. She suspected she would wish for something stronger once the house party commenced.

❆❆❆

Lennox Davies was not happy to receive Maia’s note about the change in her Christmas plans. What of his plans, dash it? 

Granted, he had not informed Maia of said plans, as that would have ruined them rather, so it wasn’t as though she was aware of how badly she was letting him down, but it was still monstrously unfair. He had had rosy visions of taking her to lunch at the Savoy on Christmas Day, going for a walk afterward, giving her the perfect Christmas gift (though what that gift would be was still hazy), and then, perhaps, a discreet kiss on the cheek ...

He relinquished the dream with a sigh. Two years since she had moved to London to train as a magician under an aunt who disapproved of him and his choice of profession, and Maia had managed to maintain a friendship with him despite it all. He ought to be grateful for that—he was grateful for that—and not expect anything more.

Still, his Christmas was suddenly looking much gloomier.

He frowned at the note. Lydia Hayes ... Hayes Hall in Yorkshire ... why did that look familiar?

He snapped his fingers. “Of course! Old Den.” He had been at school with Denis Hayes, æons ago when they were both lads.

“Becket!” he called out. “I need the telephone number for Denis Hayes.”

His invaluable manservant entered his
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