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"Wake up! Wake up!" the apparition cried, and suddenly, his body had weight again. "Sir, please wake up!"

When he did finally open his eyes, he found that the lights were far too loud... how was that even possible? The sun coming in through the window was a brutal assault on all of his senses.

His vision cleared, and he did not find himself anywhere he recognised.

The stark white walls he was surrounded by did remind him of the Webbs' house, and for the smallest moment, he was overcome with rapture— that is, until he realised the ceiling was too low, and the windows were completely different. Upon closer inspection, there were more blemishes and cracks in the paint, as well. The furnishings were that of bare pine, and the curtains were plain blue. The bed he was in was narrow; his feet and shoulders nearly spilled over the sides, and he sank far into it. It was all alien to him.

Likewise, he had no recollection of the two figures looming over him.

The closer and taller of the pair was a brightly smiling young woman with coffee-brown curls tucked into a cap, and a dress that matched her tresses. Beside her was a man with closely cropped mousy hair, a neat moustache, and plain grey dress. His eyes were strikingly pale blue, almost white.

"Ah, thank the heavens!" cried the voice that shook him from his blissful slumber, belonging to the woman. "We was so afraid you'd never wake up! Thought you were frozen dead!"

"How do you feel? You've been lying there almost fourteen hours. Took a long time to thaw you out," the man reached out a hand and grasped Michael's fingers. The contact smarted.

He was too disoriented to be afraid of these two strangers that detained him, and had much ado just to draw in a breath to form his answer. The effort of doing so sent pain shooting through his left flank. Something was broken.

"I don't feel much," Michael answered, and that was true aside from his aching side, his hot head pounding with each beat of his heart, and his stomach, hands, feet, and throat smouldering.

The man knit his brow.

"Well, can you move?"

He folded his hands over his breast. The pressure burned as though he'd touched a hot stove.

"I can move indeed."

"That's wonderful, truly!" the woman clasped her own hands at her bosom. "Sir, do you have a name we could call you?"

"I am Michael Bennett," there was no need to attach his title to his name, and he had no reservations about giving it to them. It was of no significance, and if the magistrate's friends decided to pursue him and abandon the Webbs, that was all well. They could even kill him if they wanted to.

"Michael Bennett," she repeated, and the pair exchanged a curious glance before she turned to him and spoke again. "My name is Ruth Evans, and this fellow here is my brother, Peter."

"Nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bennett!" Peter thrust out his hand again, and Michael took great pains to grab ahold of it. "We found you out on the street last night, half froze to death and mumbling such strange things! You had a big, heavy trunk with you, I remember— don't worry, it is at the foot of the bed, we didn't touch anything in it. Look through it whenever you please."

Ruth and Peter were very kind to bring him into what he assumed to be their home: too kind. They likely saw his fine clothes and expected to solicit some reward for saving him. Well, if he could find his chequebook, he would gladly do so, but first he wanted to test their intentions for curiosity's sake.

"Ah, I'm afraid I've not one penny on my person," Michael said, and it was no lie. He'd emptied his pockets at the tavern the night before.

"No? It does not signify!" Ruth shook her head, and her hanging locks flew about her face. "You are welcome to stay here until you are back on your feet, good sir."

Michael did not detect any change in her disposition that suggested disappointment or contempt. As far as he could tell, they were genuine.

"Well, I am sure I shall not trouble you for very long," he struggled and strained to pull himself upright in bed, coughing violently as he did so. "I am indebted to you both for saving my life."

But a part of him sorely resented them for rescuing him. He wanted to cease all strife and succumb to death peacefully. It was an unnatural and perverted feeling, but it had attached itself to him fervently.

"You must be famished. Please eat a little," said Ruth, presenting him with a cake of crumbling rice bread.

Unable to restrain himself beyond a dignified gesture of thanks, he devoured it in two bites, nearly choking himself, as his mouth was parched and raw. He was given cool water, and he drank. It was bitter.

He looked himself over, and saw that he was still in the clothes he had on while vomiting and wallowing in the street. He was somewhat grateful that his senses were dulled.

“Terribly sorry we left you in your soiled clothes, sir,” Mr. Evans explained. “We wanted you to know for sure that we left all of your belongings just the way they are, and we wanted to preserve your modesty. We'll gladly step out so that you can clean yourself up.”

They passed out of the room and left him a basin of lukewarm water to clean his face, but they left just a sliver of the door open. The effort of sitting up nearly brought him to his knees.

Michael gently sponged at his hands and face, finding them still quite raw from the cold. Touching them reminded him of the sting of Alma's menthol cream that she insisted upon... he could smell it... 

He dashed the damp rag onto the floor, as if to toss the thought away with it. After a laborious coughing fit, he dressed himself quietly and listened to what they whispered about him. He took off his boots as softly as possible, checking that all of his toes were present and accounted for, and put them back on, all the while listening intently.

"He is liable to be a madman, to be so thoroughly packed and well-dressed, but drifting through the street," said Peter.

"Maybe so, but he does not seem to be dangerous! And it's lucky too, considering his size. I think he was right flustered out of his head when we found him. He probably gambled away all of his money and went to drink himself to death over it!" his sister answered.

"The name 'Bennett' is familiar. I think they are an old family that had a degree of influence at some time before they just about faded into oblivion. They say the house has been boarded up, and the one scion became a penniless wanderer, dropped off the face of the earth."

His ears burned to hear them speak his family name in that way. There was some truth in their speculations.

"I wonder if we could contact anybody about him. Surely we should ask. How does a man that big just disappear?"

"It is possible he does not want to be found. That is his business. Either way, we should take care of him for a little while, at least until he has his strength back."

"Aye, we should! You know, aside from his strange nose, he has a pleasing face. I think once he is cleaned up, he may be quite a handsome fellow."

His ears burned with even more intensity at this praise, though it meant nothing to him.

"You are naturally drawn to strange, damaged men. That is all," her brother said in a dismissive tone. "With that in mind, I will examine him myself."

Peter slipped into the room just as Michael had finished fastening his boots and laid his tattered jacket out on the foot of his bed.

"Ah, do you feel well, Mr. Bennett?" he asked.

"Well enough to sit up," Michael coughed again, and now he was concerned.

"You've caught yourself a nice cold, I see. I wonder, though, if there is anybody you would like us to contact? Is there anybody who would claim you?"

"Nobody, sir."

Again, Abraham would have taken him, but Michael wanted to minimise the people he was a burden to. As it was, he planned to leave the Evans siblings the moment he had the strength to walk out the door. And after that... he did not know.

"Nobody? How strange, as you are so young and dressed so well," Peter commented with a distressed expression, but there was a hint of satisfaction in his tone, as if his speculations were confirmed, and this delighted him.

Dressed so well...  where was his big cloak? He looked around, and did not find it.

"Mr. Evans, did you put my coat anywhere?"

"You did not have a coat when we found you."

If they didn't take any of his other things, they likely didn't take his grandfather's cloak, but someone clearly did. He was running out of coats.

"Well, Mr. Bennett," Evans continued. "You seem to have taken ill, and you favour leaning on your right side. I advise you to stay put for now, and I'll get you a doctor if you'd like."

"Get me nothing of the sort, but fetch my cheque book, if you please. You will find it in my trunk. Here is the key.”

Mr. Evans did as he was asked, and Michael slowly and carefully scribbled and tore off a note for twenty-five pounds.

"For your trouble, Peter Evans," he presented it to the bewildered fellow.

"My, Mr. Bennett, do you really have all this to spare?" he peered at it, and tapped his fingers on the paper, as if to make sure it was real. "If you won't be needing this, I thank you, and I will make good use of it!"

"It is no trouble, and I feel it is the least I could do. My banker is Alvin Howard. Write to him, and all should run smoothly,” said Michael, very pleased that somebody had accepted the money without a fuss for once.

"Well," Evans eagerly slipped the paper into his pocket. "Please rest, Mr. Bennett. Dinner will be ready soon, if you can eat."

Michael did try to eat, and allowed himself to be questioned by Ruth; she brought him food, after all. He gave his answers between coughing fits and choking down bits of rice and stewed fish. She offered him coffee, and he accepted, though not to drink it, but to hold it under his nose. The steam soothed his throat and reminded him of more pleasant times.

"Where did you live before you came here, Michael? What did you do?"

He found it strange that she addressed him so informally after having just met him, but he was a guest, so he allowed it.

"I have taken various odds and ends jobs out in the country," said he. Feeling very cautious even towards this kind young lady, he did not want to disclose the location of the Webbs.

"And did you have many friends? I'm sorry if that's too much."

"I did have a few, more dear to me than the blood in my body. A tragedy has torn me from them, and I am sure I can not return any time soon. It is my own fault.”

Ruth grimaced, as if she ached for him, and scraped more stew onto his plate, even though he had only gotten through half of what he was already given.

"You must have had such a hard time coming here," she decided. "But you will be taken care of. Peter can perhaps direct you towards good work here, and you can reestablish yourself."

"Perhaps he can. Could I also ask you a question, then, Miss?"

"Absolutely, you can!"

"Why did you take a big drunken heap such as myself into your home, not knowing who or what I was?"

"Well, what else were we to do?" Ruth cried. "It'd have been too cruel to leave you out on the street to waste away, do you not think? And you happened to be so close! ‘Tis a good thing that Peter saw you just as he come down to lock up the store. He needed help carrying you up the stairs because you’s so heavy! It must have been fate!”

"Suppose my fate that you thwarted was to wither away in that spot, and suppose I deserved it... "

She then leaned forward into the lamp light, and he saw that her eyes were the same rich brown as her hair and clothes, and they were heavy-lidded and gentle, set deep into her round face. She looked so much like his mother.

"Sir, you needn't say such things," said she. "It is not up to man to decide who is deserving of life, certainly not up to me. All are equal in the eyes of God, and it would be a sin to leave one of His wonderful creatures to perish so horribly, and not even offer a hand or a prayer!"

So that was her answer, and by her earnest expression, she believed it herself. She was naive, but she meant well.

Ruth took away his dishes and retreated to the threshold.

"Well, get some rest, Mr. Bennett, sir. If you don't want your coffee, I'll take it.”

He let her have the cup, and she departed.

Now he knew why they tried to avoid closing the door. It sounded as if she had to pull with all of her weight to force it shut.

There was no reason to distrust them now, considering they had every chance to kill him and take all of his possessions while he was unconscious, and showed no hostility or unrest. If anything, he was suspect.

He immediately tried to stand and explore. The room was small enough that he could hold himself up with his right arm and skirt the walls to navigate it. It smelled musty and damp. From the looks of it, boxes, crates, and cans had been hastily cast off into one corner. In the opposite corner was his cot and two very small windows, and a dusting of cobwebs. The little table that his wash basin rested on was crowded with assorted papers and old-fashioned lamps. This was likely a storage room, but Michael was grateful that they'd found a place for him.

He looked over his belongings, and determined that they were indeed undisturbed, so he couldn't have been laid out on the streets for more than an hour. Most importantly, his pistol was still in its case, and all of the bullets remained. Whatever soul had grabbed only the coat off of his back obviously needed it more than he did. The most likely explanation was that they fled the scene when Mr. Evans approached.

Stooping over the trunk inflamed his tender left side. Michael lay himself down on the thin cot and covered himself with the wool blanket that he was fairly sure was actually a curtain, but he did not rest. He could not fight these bitter, resentful feelings towards these kind people, though he knew it was wrong of him. Yes, he was grateful, but he did not want to be. Knowing he was possibly the last of the Bennett house, he knew it was his duty to persevere, as now that was all he could do for his family name. He could only passively accept death when it came to him, and they had robbed him of that opportunity.

A new opportunity may have arisen faster than anticipated. Very soon, that very night, his cough had worsened so that every breath was a struggle, and he could not lie flat on his back without feeling he was being drowned from within. He could not eat, as anything solid was too much of an effort to swallow, and there was an awful sensation of great pressure on his chest at all times.

Every cough sent needles stabbing into his side. Many times, he spit up something foul. The cold had indeed gotten to him, and it could take him if it pleased.

At least, that was how he thought until it really came for him. He'd never really taken a serious illness before, and did not know what to expect.

Even lying down, he was not at rest. His heart had never beat so fast in his whole life, and never had he panted so desperately and still he could get no air. As the sickness seemed to descend deeper and deeper into his chest, breathing became more of a chore.

In those days, he couldn't quite sleep. He only lapsed into a half-conscious trance and grew so hot that he soaked his clothes, but he could not stop shivering. The passage of time was nothing to him. It could have been days, months, or years. Sometimes he vomited, but as no meat had touched his lips in so long, he only heaved pitiful handfuls of liquid that burned his mouth.

He didn't bring anything he could use to pass the time, nor could he summon the willpower even if he had, so all he could do was lie there and listen to the world go by around him— without him. As it was a shared building, he occasionally heard people's footsteps and muddy splashes of conversation through the walls. Sometimes, he tried to get up, but the throbbing in his side pulled him back down.

When he found himself dreaming, it was of Alma's hands, pleasantly cool on his face as she smoothed his hair, and her soft humming throughout the room. He tried to call out for her, but there came no discernable answer. Was it true that if you saw somebody in your dream, they were thinking of you? What did she think of him now? What was she doing? And what of Dr. Webb? Did he consider Michael a coward and a traitor? Did he assume that he was already dead in a ditch? Did they mourn him?

It was only Alma who visited him in his dreams. Sometimes, she sang and cut flowers, and once in a while she smothered him with a pillow or attempted to drown him. He never tried to fight her when she attacked, fearing that she would vanish. When he saw her, he felt he did not want to die, not without apologising to her. He was so cold to her when he left, and he could not leave this world after being so cruel. His actions no longer felt just and unwavering, or even like a necessary evil. As the veil between life and death grew thin, he saw himself for what he really was.

Maybe he should have never courted her at all... he should have left her be, and taken longing and uncertainty over wounding her. He never should have stoked that fire.

Undoubtedly, she could find herself a far better man, now, in any case.

He fought unconsciousness, even though his dreams were his only escape. Now, he saw them as the silken snare of a spiderweb. He tried to fight the bouts of coughing when they came, but fighting made them worse, and wracked his body with aching spasms.

Ruth and Peter Evans continuously fretted over him, though they sometimes appeared distorted and far away. He was alerted to their presence when the door could be heard grinding open and shut. His ears roared at the sound as if somebody had fired a gun over his head. They gave him spoonfuls of water or broth, and sponged away what ghastly muck he regurgitated. He grappled feebly with whatever figure hung over him and loosened his shirt collar, believing in that moment that he was being throttled. They begged him to consent to have a doctor see him, for his temperature was frightfully high, but he stubbornly refused, as he was afraid he would simply be told he had only hours to live, and ignorance was bliss... right?

He coughed into the handkerchief offered to him, and found it spotted with blood. Terror seized him, and he desperately clawed and pulled himself upright, as if lying back down would have been certain death. He did not try to bargain or plead. He was not lucid enough for that.

"Ah, sir, please be still! Don't strain yourself!" Peter grabbed him and tried to force him back down without touching his left side. Michael made a pitiful effort to wrestle with him.

"I don't want to die," he wheezed between coughs that made him feel his ribs might shatter. "I can't die. I tell you, I cannot!"

"Sir, be calm! Whatever happens next is in the hands of God! Give it to God!"

The last of his strength had left him, and he slumped back into the bedding whether he wanted to or not. Give it to God? What did that mean? He scarcely had the energy to ponder it.

Well, if he could do nothing himself, he figured he may as well resolve to be peaceful.

Do what you will, then, God, he decided. Take me or leave me, but make up your mind.

Alma said she would pray for him continuously. Was she doing that now? Could he trust in her prayers, and He who answered them? Was he about to get what he deserved? It was out of his hands, now, and since there was nothing he could do, he had no fear. He'd spent the last of his strength, and had no more to spare on being afraid. The pain subsided and his vision faded as Peter Evans moved his hair away from his face and wiped his feverish brow.

He dreamed of beating Albert Gillman as he did on that night many weeks ago. He stopped, and turned to look for Ida when he could not hear her cries. When he turned back, he was holding Alma's bloodied and battered body instead, and he tried to scream, but he could only gurgle and silently cough up blood. He fell upon her and retched from the effort of trying to take just one full breath.

"You should not have done it, Michael," Alma murmured, turning her head towards him with a grin spreading to her ears, displaying a mouthful of way too many broken, bleeding teeth.

When he regained his senses, he was in the Evans's spare room, with his face buried in the pillow, and his flank aching still. He dislodged himself and drew in a miraculously easy breath. It still crackled and hissed, and he gave a dry whistling cough at the end of it, but he had not breathed so easily in what felt like an eternity. Finally, he had triumphed.

Or God had spared him.

"So you've not died after all!" Peter Evans watched him from a small armchair at the table. How long had he been there? "You must allow us to fetch you a doctor, Mr. Bennett."

"No doctor," he insisted. "I feel better."

"Well, if you're so sure... I thought you'd really perish that time! I'd been here since dawn, waiting for you to stop breathing. You were so hot, we felt it standing at your bedside, and you slept still as stone for just about sixteen hours! I suppose you needed it, then. If you feel better, will you be inclined to eat soon? You've not had a real repast in five days, and we're quite worried you may waste away."

His clothes certainly did feel looser...

"I'll make an attempt," Michael said, as the faintest impression of an appetite was returning at the mention of food. "I will say again, that I am indebted to you and your sister."

"Nonsense, sir— we have means enough to accommodate you until you are well, especially owing to your generous gift. Think of it in this way, if you will: rest as much as you absolutely need to, and you will be ready to leave sooner rather than later."

He smiled. "You have a point, Mr. Evans. In that case, I would request a little water to wash myself. I'm afraid I'm quite filthy, nearly stuck to the linens and my clothes.”

"How repulsive. I'll get you some warm water, and a little soap as well, and then I shall get back to minding the store.”

Michael peeled off his old shirt and put on a clean one. While buttoning up, he found that he was still bruised and very tender. He tried to knead that sore spot and find out what was damaged, and immediately regretted it.

He had been mostly confined to that tiny chamber for days, and had little perception of the world around him aside from a view of the street out one little window (it seemed the pair lived above a shop that they ran together). Now that he could stand without feeling he was being crushed by his own weight, he cautioned venturing outside the spare room, lured out by the smell of frying fish.

The door gave a dry rasp when he pulled, and he had to brace himself against the frame to open it. A grey cat fled to a dark corner as he peered out. Miss Ruth was bent over a tiny stove, in a kitchen so narrow that nobody could have passed by Michael without pressing near to the wall. The cramped space reminded him of sleeping in the Webbs' old storehouse. His hair touched the ceiling.

"Mr. Bennett!" she chirped so gaily at seeing him out and about. "If you're on your feet, you must be recovering well! We was so worried about you, yessir."

"You need not worry about me, Miss. I scarcely worry about myself as it is," he made a very careful and calculated attempt to manoeuvre around her to the other side of the room without brushing against her. "At the very least, my cough has subsided enough that I can finish my sentences."

"Ah, very good, very good, yes!" Ruth heaped the steaming hot fish onto a platter. "I hope you don't mind company, Mister. A good friend from church, Miss Emma White, will be coming to dinner."

"Well, I surely am in no place to object. This is your house, after all."

"We simply don't want you to be troubled, lest you not recover so well."

He walked to the corner where the cat shrank down and hid. Its golden candlelight eyes flickered as it watched him.

"That's Lambert!" Miss Ruth chirped. "He don't bite."

Michael warily reached a hand out. Lambert did bite.

Miss White arrived about ten minutes after Ruth was finished with dinner. Michael did not see much of her at first, only a long blue coat and a wisp of light hair under a veiled hat. He had sheepishly retreated back into the spare room with his plate so that his cough did not disturb anyone. As he had dreaded, though, Ruth and Peter beckoned him out to meet their guest, and he felt obligated.

He saw her start a bit when he ducked his head under the doorframe and brought his bulk into the room. She was a small lady with a neat, yet understated and unassuming look, and a sprinkle of freckles on her nose.

"Good afternoon, Miss White," he offered his hand.

"Ah, good afternoon, Mr. Bennett," she said without extending her arm even a little.

"Why, Emma! Have some manners, he don't bite!" Ruth prodded her friend towards him, though Michael had learned that Ruth’s warnings should not have been taken at face value.

"It is alright, Miss, I know I don't look particularly welcoming in this state. 'Tis a pleasure to meet you," Michael brought his hand to his side.

Michael joined them for tea and dessert. The remaining chair was beside Miss White, so he chose to stand, knowing she would be inclined to draw her chair away, or he would have done so himself, which may have perhaps slighted her.

Or maybe he simply needed to stop thinking so much, since everyone in that room was taking up space.

The “dessert” was a slice of bread with a lot of butter and jam, but he was glad for it. Ruth and Emma carried most of the conversation, mostly about church attendance, dyeing napkins, and what Emma’s brother was doing at his new occupation, and the two gentlemen listened passively.

Ruth left after dinner, escorting her friend, and then it was remarkably quiet. Peter stayed for a while, and asked an unexpected question:

"You like my sister, Mr. Bennett?"

"Do I like her? Sure I do, she's perfectly well."

"I see you looking at her," and now Peter was looking at him, with a scrutinising eye.

"It would be rude not to, wouldn't it?"

“Hah! You beat around the bush. I think you know what I am suggesting.”

Suddenly, he felt as if his fever was coming back. It's true that he often stole glances at her, sometimes without even realising it. She was very beautiful, and he was a man, after all, but that was all: she was beautiful. When he realised he was looking, he lowered his head and did not linger. Even if he wanted to court her, he wouldn't know where to begin. She was a sweet lady that he thought he could consider a friend, but he didn't find much in common with her, and he did not feel drawn to any of her traits in a stimulating way.

"She is pretty," he admitted, which was a little uncomfortable to say to her brother. "And she is a fine, virtuous lady, just as I'd consider you a virtuous gentleman, but that's where it ends."

"She will be twenty-three this spring, as will I. We are twins— she proceeds me by five hours. She was born at ten o'clock at night, and I arrived at three the next day."

"Twenty-three is a perfectly fine age, I suppose," Michael did not know how to respond.

Peter Evans nodded, with his eyes cast absently across the room.

"You think you'd ever get married?"

"I, um... I don't know. I've never pursued women very fervently," he partially lied.

Mr. Evans looked directly at him once again. Even in that brassy light, those eyes were as cool blue as the heart of a glacier, unlike his sister's warm brown, but Michael didn't find them any less welcoming. Their coolness was that of balm, or fresh ice cream.

The man finished his tea and stood up.

"Well, I'll be settling in for bed here soon. Goodnight, Mr. Bennett. Bother me if you need anything."

"Goodnight to you, sir."

He retreated, but Peter remained; he could feel his eyes on his neck.

Michael was now alone— finally. It was not that he didn't enjoy the company of these nice people, but he now had a clear head, and a moment of peace and stillness to gather his thoughts. He slammed his weight into the door to shut it behind him.

It had been just over a week since he'd left the Webbs, but it felt like a past life. He found himself always wondering how the household fared. Were they being harassed still? Were repairs being made? Would Alma be going to London as soon as she recovered from her injuries? Was it too soon to send letters? Too late? Was that even the right thing to do?

Ashwood Hall's desolate remains had burned their imprint into his vision. The image was bitter and poignant. He considered it an emblem of his past. His feelings were yet too raw and passionate to safely dwell upon without aching as if he would bleed inwardly again. He was not well enough to weep. These dormant emotions may have exacerbated his illness, and he imagined his ailment may subside as they passed through him.

Where was he going? What would he do next? He would make the answer for himself tomorrow. For now, getting up and walking around for a bit had depleted his energy reserves faster than anticipated, and he already needed to lie back down.
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He dreamed of cats: fat and lazy cats walked on him in his bed, nosing at his face, and kneading his side where it was sore. They scattered when he tried to touch them. One stayed and laid itself heavily upon his neck, and then when he grabbed it, it was a massive python. The creature was endless. Every time he picked up a coil of scaled flesh and moved it, another took its place, and the head was nowhere to be seen. He tried to stand up and follow its length, but the weight of its body riveted him to his bed. It was no longer amusing. Now he just wanted to get up.

And get up, he did. He shot upright in bed, and a familiar throbbing ache in his side pulled him back down. Needless to say, there were no animals.

After his very first restful sleep since leaving the Webbs, he was finally able to climb out of bed without taking half an hour to prepare himself in advance. He'd missed that feeling. Nothing was more confining to him than not having his strength. It may not fully return for many months, if ever... it was all that he had.

Now that he could think clearly, Michael knew he had to face the truth that had been so intolerable before, yet would have saved him so much grief: it was time to start over. He was pretty sure he still had several thousand pounds stored away. That was a substantial nest egg to establish himself comfortably and find his own way.

That was the what, but now he needed to know  the why and how. Why bother starting over? What precise reason did he have to continue?

He would go out and look for one.

He shaved, then put on clean clothes, and realised he did not fill them out the way he used to. His collar was very loose, and his trousers could not stay up on their own. Without a coat, he put on many shirts in order to brave the frigid wind.

For now, he left his belongings with the Evans. He had no reason not to trust them.

"Mr. Bennett!" Ruth called as he passed her in the kitchen, where she was sipping on coffee and heating a pot of soup. "Where are you going in such a hurry? You haven't had any breakfast and you still have a cough— you shouldn't be out in the cold with no coat! Your lips still have no colour!"

"Oh, my lips never had any colour," he waved away her words. "I'm no pretty, rosy thing like you. Anyway, I'm just going to consult somebody about... ah, property and assets. Don't wait for me, Miss."

That was the easiest way to explain what he was thinking. Thankfully, she did not question him further.

This was probably the longest stretch of time that he had ever been indoors, and he was beginning to feel suffocated. It seemed they lived in only four little rooms, including the spare chamber his cot was set up in. He descended the rickety cast iron stair outside and looked inside the store as he passed. It had a higher ceiling. Dry goods, sewing supplies, and cheap kitchenware were sold, along with jars of colourful sweets. It was a quaint, well-kept little storefront.

The sky was a deep and beautiful bluish purple. Hopefully, he was not setting out too early. Though it was probably not the best thing for him, the cold air was a pleasant balm on his throat.

First, he pawned one of his good knives to have enough pocket money to get around. Its loss would be worth it if he could just have some answers.

Strangely, he felt compelled to go to the old solicitor's office. Perhaps he could learn about what had been done to Ashwood Hall and gain some closure— if he would even have that information.  There was only one way to find out.

It was a thirty minute trip, so the sun was out by then. As he'd stumbled in with no appointment made, the solicitor was already impatient with him before he'd even begun asking him any questions.

"Sir, you may not recognise me, but I am... Lord  Michael Bennett. Nearly a year ago, I signed off Ashwood Hall and all of the property connected to it to some Americans, quite a rash decision on my part."

"Well, I'd say it's too late to change your mind, Lord Bennett."

"Of course, of course. Though I went to have a look at the manor, and it had been desecrated and left to ruin. Do you know what they have done, or plan to do with it?"

"Sir, that is their business, and theirs only, as the property rightfully belongs to them— well, from what I've gathered, the remains of Ashwood will be torn down, and the land portioned off for industry. It need not concern you what is done with it, unless you are looking to buy a portion."

Buy? It was up for sale again?

"They are selling some of it? What is on the market?"

"I do know they are selling an old dower house tucked in the woods somewhere. I suppose they didn't think it was worth scrapping, so they're selling it for cheap."

"How cheap?"

"Roughly two thousand pounds, sir."

"How much? Repeat that, please."

"Two... thou-sand... pounds," the man recited the syllables in a dead monotone.

Michael thought his heart might burst, and his brain would boil. He couldn't believe what he was hearing. He began to feel faint again, so he sought the chair nearest to him and let himself drop into it— plunging the edge into his left flank as he landed, sending him into the throes of another convulsing coughing fit.

"Lord Bennett, are you alright?" the solicitor asked, not sounding concerned at all.

"Oh, I'm... I'm alright," he croaked, with his knees to his chin. "I'm recovering from an illness, and my lungs were not prepared for this shock."

The solicitor was not moved in the slightest. Not that Michael expected him to be.

The old dower house... he'd not been there since before he was in breeches, visiting Grandmother Berthe, and didn't even recall what it looked like, nor did he know what state of disrepair it was bound to be in. It had been mostly abandoned for years. He hadn't even considered it when he signed off the properties. It was not ideal, but at that point, it was far more than he could have hoped for.

Through his delirious rapture, though, he could not help but curse himself when he thought of the trouble he might have saved himself from if he'd planned ahead. Well, it was too late now.

"Sir, thank you for this information," he lunged over the solicitor's desk without thinking and grasped his hands, much to his dismay. "Could you tell me how I might contact them?"

"Only if you never touch me again!" he pulled his hands free and took up a pen. "I will write to them this afternoon and see if an arrangement can be made."

"Thank you!" Michael cried, shaking the air in front of him since he could not embrace the man. "Thank you for your service, I shall never forget this!"

"Nor shall I... no matter how hard I try."

Michael sprang out of the solicitor's office with a new vigour like no other, only to immediately double over in yet another bout of coughing. His body was just not ready. A letter was not a guarantee, but it was a lead.

He was not sure how he would explain this to the Evans siblings, as they probably wouldn't have understood any of what he was saying.

"Miss Ruth! Mr. Evans!" he knocked on the outside door at the top of the stairs.

Peter Evans came to the door.

"Mr. Bennett! I was wondering where you'd gone so early. I thought you surely would not have vanished forever without taking any of your belongings!"

"I'm afraid I can't explain right now, but it will not bring any harm or unwanted attention to you or your sister, I guarantee it," it was refreshing to be able to say that with absolute certainty.

"Oh? Well in that case, I shall take your word for it, and respect your privacy," Peter moved to one side so that Michael could enter. "Come in, then. I say, you are still not well enough to be out in the elements. It won't do to have you keel over so soon after you'd gotten back on your feet."

The Misses Emma and Ruth were seated at the kitchen table, with their heads bent towards each other in quiet congress, and a solemn air about them.

"Morning, ladies," he bowed his head as he passed, then apologised profusely when he'd accidentally stepped on a corner of Miss Emma's dress.

"That is alright, sir. No damage has been done," she replied ever so softly, without turning her head towards him.

So she was shy and seemingly rather lenient, if a bit curt... just like his Alma... like Miss Alma Webb. Was she equally as warm and passionate?

"And good morning, Mr. Evans," Miss White held her hand out to Peter, who gave a very slight, shuddering start at first, then sheepishly shook her little fingers with a light rosy glow in his countenance. He smiled and bowed his head, but did not speak.

That was certainly an interesting sight. She clearly had some preference for him, and he was timid around her.

"Well, it is good to see you in high spirits after you'd been so sick and miserable," he noted.

"It is good indeed, and I thank you once again," now that Michael felt well and able, he had to examine that door, and knelt to inspect the frame. The issue was glaringly apparent now that he actually had a look and saw half of the door intimately touching one side of the frame, and the other half near to the opposite side. The paint worn away at these stress points was also an eyesore. "My, this door is quite out of plumb. If you have the tools, it would be easy for me to fix. I've worked on barns before.”

"We don't have you here for maintenance, Mr. Bennett," Mr. Evans replied, then cast a quick glance over his shoulder and added in a low voice: "though I doubt it would mean much to us soon, anyway."

"What do you mean by that?" Michael asked, and Peter discreetly took his arm to pull him into the next room.

He kicked the door shut, and Michael winced, knowing he was hearing the doorframe being ground into splinters, and the hinges being bent.

"We are leasing this place," Peter explained very quietly, standing to the far end of the room. "And though business had been going well enough until now, we are losing profits rapidly, as people gravitate towards larger stores with a bulk of factory goods. As it is, we may not have this building for much longer, even though we’ve been taking extra work here and there."

Another good thing was being lost to industrialisation. Michael acknowledged and appreciated the necessity of mass production, but he still scorned some of its side effects: the near destruction of smaller livelihoods, the abandonment of rural communities, and pungent, polluted air.

"That's terrible. Does Miss Ruth know about it?"

"She knows money is scarce, but I hold the contract, and I've not told her the extent of the situation."

"Do you not think she has the right to know?"

"I wouldn't like to trouble her with it. Women are not disposed to handling financial strain very well."

"The same cannot be said of all women. If my memory serves me well—which, mind you, it rarely does— it was my mother
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