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  Chapter One

He was kneeling in a cloud of incense, the air about him so thick it seemed to hold the echoes of music which had already gone, and he had no idea why or how he’d come there.

He realized he wasn’t breathing, starving for air, and he tried to gasp. The incense choked his lungs and he coughed, waving at the smoke. There was a blurry sort of motion around him, a dozen or so figures moving through the smoke, and then someone caught his arm. “Steady! Slowly, now. Step this way, and you’ll be out of it quick enough.”

The stranger led him toward a wall, and as the smoke thinned he had an impression of bookshelves and writing desks. He didn’t take the time to look far, though, as he coughed and rubbed at his eyes.

“There, now,” said the man. He released his arm and offered a handkerchief. “I’m Wensley, Emerson Wensley. Good thing I saw you, or you’d be breathing out scented smoke for a week, like a pretty little dragon toy.”

“Thank you.” He blotted his watering eyes with the handkerchief. “I’m—”

He stopped. He couldn’t complete the sentence. Who was he?

“Marsden, I know. Porter sent you to valet my boy. So glad you’ve come in time for school.”

Marsden. A valet. “Yes, sir.”

Wensley nodded, smiling. “I’m sure you’ll get on splendidly here. There is, however, just one thing I want to make clear to you.” He withdrew a small pendant from his waistcoat pocket, a tiny shaft of quartz and some silvery metallic dangling on a thin silver chain. “Do you know what this is, Marsden?”

Marsden shook his head. “No, sir.”

“I thought you might not. Allow me to demonstrate.” Wensley raised his other hand and flicked the pendant.

White-hot agony shot through Marsden’s chest and tore his vision into dark shreds. The world shrank to just his heart and the spiked force crushing it, and he saw and heard nothing.

The torture eased, and once more he found himself on his knees, this time clutching his chest with one hand as if trying to ascertain if his heart still beat. His breath came fast and ragged.

“There, that should have made my point,” Wensley said calmly. “I know, however, that this in itself might not be enough to make the impression I desire, so know that an identical pendant exists with an attachment to the heart of Lady Amelia.” He restored the pendant to his pocket.

Marsden blinked upward, trying to keep the gentleman in focus. “Who — who is Lady Amelia?”

Wensley reached down to pat Marsden’s cheek. “That’s just what I like to hear.” He straightened. “On your feet, man, and I’ll take you to my boy Abel, so you can get started.”

He cleared his throat. “Very good, sir.”

***

They left the bookshelves and went up a narrow flight of stairs, utilitarian in the way of very rich houses which managed to make even the back ways a bit posh. Then they emerged into the house proper and Wensley led the way to a library. He pushed open the door without knocking and walked in, turning to face a boy of perhaps fourteen or so. The boy stood as they entered, but he said nothing.

Wensley stopped and gestured. “My boy, Abel.”

Abel’s mouth opened, but he seemed to need a moment to find suitable words. “You — you’re….”

“Your new valet, sir. Marsden is my name.”

Abel licked his lips and nodded. “Marsden. Yes. Thank you.”

“Well, I’ll leave you two to get acquainted. Marsden, there’s still some packing to finish before the train in the morning. Abel can tell you what he might still need.”

“I’m sure the young master and I will get on splendidly.” He bowed as the gentleman left.

He turned back to find Abel staring at him, eyes wary and suspicious. He looked rather as Marsden felt. “Well, shall we go upstairs? I should see to your trunks, if you’re off to school in the morning.” And Marsden with him, it seemed. He hoped he would grasp enough as they went along to play this role.

Wensley seemed to think he knew enough — knew himself, and the position for which he had been engaged, and even this Amelia. And he was willing to go to excrutiating extremes to illustrate his knowledge and the power it lent.

The boy started toward the library door without speaking, and Marsden followed. He lifted his hand and coughed gently. “Master Abel, do you — do you suppose there is some possibility that Mr. Wensley has confused me with some other person?”

Abel stopped and looked over his shoulder, his eyes sober. “No. No, I don’t think so.”


  Chapter Two

The little station showed the name Wensleydale Heights, which made Marsden think maliciously of cheese and confirmed the importance of Mr. Emerson Wensley, but did not give him any really useful information. The train carried them into London within a few hours, which also did not illuminate much; much of England was a few hours from London by train.

Marsden didn’t even know his full name.

They changed trains in London and, an hour later, disembarked at a little station which clearly served the school and the village which tended it. Marsden saw the bags onto a school wagon and Abel into a school carriage, and they made their way the short distance to the school itself.

It was a fine building of the old style, all stone and towers and turrets and iron. Gargoyles and other statuary lined the roof and populated the walls, and Marsden noted the quoins at the corners would make fine ladders for enterprising boys.

The thought made him smile. Apparently his own youth and spirit of adventure were not too far behind.

He wasn’t so much older than Abel, at that. The school atmosphere felt familiar to him; it was possible he had been educated before his memory loss, or had served a young master at school before.

He waited on the gravel behind the empty wagon as a magician walked among the incoming trunks, scanning for telltale auras of magical contraband. A few others waited nearby; valets were rare, here, but he wasn’t the only one.

“Welcome to Farfield,” a man said beside him. He stuck out his hand. “I’m Joseph Maxwell.”

“James Marsden,” he said, extending his own hand, and his heart leaped. James Marsden! My name!

“You here with one of the students?”

“What? Oh, yes. Young master Wensley.”

“You look the type.” Maxwell pointed. “You’ll likely be in that wing; those are the rooms with extra beds to them. When he’s settled in, come down to the kitchen and share a drink. Just because the boys are limited doesn’t mean the staff is short.”

Marsden smiled. “Thank you, I may.”

James Marsden. And it had come freely when he wasn’t looking for it. Perhaps more would come.

He was unpacking a trunk when Abel entered the room. “Yes, sir?”

The boy always seemed to need a moment to gather himself before speaking to Marsden; he wondered if it were universal with the boy, or if it was a habit peculiar to addressing him. “I — I wonder….” He paused. “You seem pleased, Marsden.”

Marsden nodded sociably. “I suppose so. I exchanged names with a fellow downstairs, who invited me down to join the staff later.”

Abel blinked. “You introduced yourself?”

“I did.” Marsden permitted himself a smile. “James Marsden, valet to Master Wensley.”

Abel froze, and Marsden stopped stacking shirts. “What is it, sir?”

“Does — does that mean….” Abel took a breath. “Marsden, do you—”

The door burst open and two boys tumbled inside, pushing one another and laughing. “Abel! We’ve been looking for you! What a big room you have! We’re all the way in the east wing, took us forever to find a way here. Who’s this?”

Abel looked between the new boys and Marsden. “Franklin, Terrance, have you met my cousin?”

Marsden’s heart tightened and he held up his hands in protest. “No, no, Master Abel, please. Your father will not appreciate such jests.” Wensley, and his quartz and metal pendant, did not seem the type to encourage fraternization between the classes.

The boys laughed. “You were going to pass him off as an upper student?”

Abel grinned. “I just wanted to see if you’d fall for it. I remembered how gullible Terrance is.”

“Am not,” protested Terrance.

“He’s really a valet, of course.” Abel turned back to Marsden. “I’m going out with my friends while you finish things here.”

“Very good, sir.”

The boys trooped out, and Marsden closed the door behind them. He hadn’t thought of Abel as a prankster — yet, he hadn’t seen him at school and among peers, either. It would take a strong constitution indeed to pull jokes in Emerson Wensley’s house.

And introducing a valet as a fellow student, and even a relative — that was a fine joke on the nobbish sons, one which made the corners of Marsden’s mouth turn upward as he worked. Perhaps, now that they were away from Wensleydale Heights, he might come to like the boy.


  Chapter Three


The school routine settled comfortably and predictably, and Marsden had time to reflect that a personal valet was more a luxury than a convenience at Farfield. With Abel’s schedule so regular and limited, and meals together with the other students in the great hall, there was little for a valet to manage. He kept Abel’s wardrobe, occasionally brought him tea and snacks during his homework, and spent more time than he’d expected downstairs with Maxwell and others.

He’d managed to deflect most of the uncomfortable questions with a joke and a smile. The staff and the handful of other valets didn’t pry, of course, but the simplest of questions could become awkward when one remembered almost nothing from before the start of term.

They were at lunch in the servants’ hall when the telegram came. “For Master Wensley,” Mrs. Gemmell read aloud. “Boy said it came in this morning but his bicycle took a flat tire.” She looked to Marsden. “Will you take it? Must be important.”

Marsden rose and took the telegram. “They’re in lecture now, but given its urgency I’ll take it in. Where would I find a tray?”

Most of the students were convened together at this time, as they had a special speaker out from London today. Some of the students had been quite excited about the great magician, but Abel had been less impressed. “He’s a friend of my father,” he had said when Marsden had asked about the expected visitor. “Very important in the ministry. Probably going to lecture us on becoming valuable little cogs for the empire.” He looked sidelong at Marsden. “Don’t you know him?”

“What? No, sir, I don’t expect that I would.”

Abel shrugged. “He’s pretty famous; I thought perhaps you’d have seen him somewhere.”

Marsden didn’t answer. He wondered, at times, if Abel guessed at the void of his past. But the questions were never so direct as to entrap Marsden or prove Abel’s suspicion.

Lord Hoppleston was speaking in the great hall, and Marsden paused in the doorway to scan for Abel. The students seemed to be arranged generally by class, though a few were scattered out of order.

“The problem which remains, then, is the so-called sapper,” intoned Lord Hoppleston from his lectern at the head of the room. “When all proper mages have been accounted for in their ranks of ability, the sapper is the outlier who cannot be entirely circumscribed.”

What a pompous twit, thought Marsden, surprising himself. But it was true; Lord Hoppleston’s voice carried a bit too much conviction of his own importance.

“The sixth category of magician is more properly known as the parasitic mage, though this is not an entirely accurate name, either. He has power of his own, but he can also draw upon the power of others, greatly augmenting his abilities.”

Ah, there was Abel, third table on the right, between Masters Terrance and
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