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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.
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