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Chapter 1
Just after midnight, on a chilly full-moon night, on the Sussex estate of Viscount Albert Harold John Manning.	 
 
Miss Elizabeth Evelina Eleanor Manning, daughter of the late Viscount James Theodore Samuel Manning and his equally late beloved wife, Lady Sophia Manning, nudged the bay gelding her maid Jane had procured for her by means Elizabeth did not wish to know about, along an ill-defined path, which, to her at least, was very familiar indeed. As a child, and well into her early womanhood, she had walked it often enough to be able to find her way with her eyes closed—which turned out to be very useful right now, since the horse did not know it and the moonlight was mostly obscured by the treetops, which swayed forth and back in a light breeze and cast dappled specks of light across path and undergrowth alike. 
A brief rain shower—unleashed by an errant bank of clouds that had now withdrawn to leave a clear sky—had soaked everything, turning the path into a muddy rivulet. Some of it still rained down on Elizabeth from the leaves high above her. 
This she had not been prepared for. When she had set out from Handcross, the sky had been clear and sunny, promising just as much sunshine as on the previous day. No need to encumber herself with anything but the absolutely necessary for accomplishing her dangerous task. And so she had left the heavy saddle roll behind in the tiny room she had paid for until the day after tomorrow. She regretted it now, but it was too late to do anything about it. 
Her disguise—which was already uncomfortable and now even more so, soaked as it was and making the sudden chill even chillier—restricted her movements. Sitting astride in tight, now wet, linen breeches designed for a man, did nothing to make her feel any better.
Still, what did it matter? This was just discomfort. What she was about to do, if things did not go as she had planned, could have consequences that were far more dire than an annoying rash on the inside of her thighs or her sore haunches from almost two full days on horseback. 
There! The end of the path was near. Soon she would emerge from the unkempt woods at the edge of the Weald and into the carefully manicured gardens of what had once been her home. Time to proceed on foot.
She halted the gelding and dismounted.
“Now you be a good horse, and don’t make any noise that’ll give me away,” she whispered. “Can you do this for me? Please! I promise, I won’t be long.”
The animal nudged her with his nose, which was cool and wet.
“Good boy,” Elizabeth said. “I’m going to tie you up here. Nothing to be afraid of. Eduard and Harry are in their doghouses, and their chains don’t reach further than about thirty paces. Besides, they’re going to be quiet if they smell me.”
She stroked the gelding’s neck and made her way along the path, grateful that the man’s riding boots she wore, though they weren’t the most comfortable fit for her small feet, were solid and hopefully waterproof. As yet, she had not felt anything seeping in, though her progress was marked by wet squishy sounds as they sank into the mud, occasionally as far as her ankles.
Elizabeth reached the end of the path and the fence ringing the gardens. A wooden stile provided an easy way to scale the fence. Papa had it made for her use, as he’d known that she liked to walk in the woods.
“But make sure you don’t go too far. The boundary to the Eastcott estate isn’t marked. The Earl and I share the woods and don’t much worry about such things.”
 Well, this time she definitely had gone quite far into Eastcott lands, using it to approach Manning Manor without being seen.
Elizabeth paused and studied the wide stone steps leading up to her late father’s mansion, now lit by the full moon hanging high in the sky, flanked by a few small scudding clouds, which cast occasional wisps of shadow across the access path, the steps and the tall hedges; some shaped into blocks, while others looked eerily like the heads of strange creatures not of this world.
All lights in Manning Manor had been extinguished, just as she had hoped. Her cousin and the servants, including Albert’s odious head footman, would be asleep by now, secure in the knowledge that Eduard and Harry, the two Irish Wolfhounds, would provide timely warnings of any intruder. They were as superb at hunting as they were as guards, and Elizabeth had known them both since they were pups. During the night, they were housed in two doghouses, one at either side of the main entrance door. Elizabeth hoped that even a cretin like Albert would make sure that by day they were properly exercised by one of the footmen—possibly Giles, who to the best of her knowledge had remained on the Manor’s staff, knew the dogs well and whom they trusted to some degree. 
Elizabeth’s heart went out to Eduard and Harry, and her powerlessness to improve their lives was a profound pain. Her father and she had been their true masters, to whom they had become deeply attached. 
If only I could take them away from here!
But she couldn’t. Her modest London apartment was no place for Irish Wolfhounds. Besides, Albert would never surrender them to her. 
Elizabeth forced herself to think of the present. She took off her left glove, wet a finger and held it up.
The breeze was blowing from her back; meaning that it would carry her scent to the dogs’ sensitive noses well before they heard her. Which hopefully would stop them from making noises.
She put the glove back on and used the stile to let herself into the garden.
Suddenly she froze.
What was that sound?
She stopped breathing and strained to listen.
A horse?
Of course! 
She couldn’t really expect the gelding to stand completely still without moving.
But hadn’t the sound come from her left?
Another sound. 
She must have been mistaken. This one definitely came from the woods behind her.
Besides, she was the only one out here. The rest of the world should be sound asleep.
Elizabeth slowly proceeded toward the steps leading to the mansion. As if on a silent signal, two shadows detached themselves from the doghouses. There was a sound of chains being dragged across stones, as Eduard and Harry loped toward her.
She climbed the steps and met them at the top; knelt to hug them as they stood beside her, their tails wagging frantically, wincing excitedly as they nuzzled her with their cold noses and licked her with their enormous tongues.
She wrapped her arms around their necks and hugged them tightly.
“Quiet.” she whispered.
They had been trained to stop making any sounds, no matter how excited, once this command was uttered. And so they did now.
“Good boys,” Elizabeth whispered and stood. “Now, I am going to go around the back and do something I really shouldn’t be doing,” she added. “And you two are going to be very good and not give me away. So, back into your houses—and maybe, if I get what I want, I’ll have enough money one day soon to rescue you from this place.”
She did something behind their ears that she knew they loved.
“Box,” she whispered.
They didn’t like it, but they knew to obey their mistress—for that’s what she was—and so they trotted back, disappeared into the doghouses and lay down, with their heads stuck out just far enough to be visible.
“Good boys,” she whispered and continued on to her left, around the house to the servants’ entrance. It was locked of course, but she knew a way to lift the internal latch by opening the small window beside the door. At least she hoped she would be able to, and that during her absence nobody had bothered to fix the window, whose single small glass pane swung suspended from a top hinge. The window’s wooden frame, having been soaked by many years of rain, had distorted and jammed itself in a closed position. The locking bolt had long ago rusted away.
Elizabeth paused at the servants’ door and reached up; pushed with her right hand against the bottom of the window frame. It yielded with a squeaking sound, that caused her to freeze in place and listen for any hint that someone had heard it.
Satisfied that nobody had, she reached up with both hands and pulled herself up until her belly rested on the window sill, thinking that it was fortunate she wore men’s clothing. This would have been very difficult, if not impossible, in female garb. 
She reached down, found the latch bolt and drew it aside, pausing after even the slightest noise to make sure that there were no sounds indicating that anybody had been disturbed by her activities. 
Satisfied that all was well, she slid down again.
I have grown.
Indeed she had! 
Once upon a time, when she had been just a child, even when a very young woman, the pads of her breasts had been almost non-existent. It had made it easy to get into places and perform feats like she had just completed. But if she hadn’t made sure that, in order to accomplish her disguised-as-a-man deception, she had tightly wrapped her now far more developed breasts with a scarf, she probably would have had serious trouble getting in that window and undoing the latch.
Binding herself up like this made breathing difficult, but there was no helping it. It was hard enough to mimic being a man, even a young one before the age of showing even traces of a beard, when one was three-and-twenty and had a face that, and not just on a man, made people start and look twice. In Handcross, when going up to her room, she thought that she had heard the words ‘Greek God’ whispered behind her. 
She hadn’t dared to look back!
Still, it appeared that with her hair hidden under a felt cap, pulled down over her ears as far as possible, so far she had gotten away with the deception.
Elizabeth choked up for a moment. She wiped away the stinging tears from her eyes with a water-soaked sleeve of the dark linen shirt she wore under her doublet. 
Mama! Papa! I miss you so! 
Why did you have to die?
She opened the door and slid into the passage leading to the servants’ quarters, kitchen, larder and laundry. It appeared that some water had seeped into her boots, because of the slight squishy sounds she was making while walking. 
Loud enough to wake anyone? Elizabeth made an effort to proceed on her toes, as far as the boots allowed such a feat. The sounds were definitely diminished.
At the end of the passage, stairs led up to the second level, where her cousin had spread himself across her parents’ living spaces. Now it was just Albert and maybe, or so Elizabeth suspected, an occasional female visitor to sate his carnal cravings. A whole floor with over a dozen rooms for just one man.
Elizabeth snuck up the stairs and paused on the landing, holding her breath and listening for any sound that shouldn’t be there. When she heard nothing suspicious, she took a deep breath and inhaled the leftovers of familiar scents surrounding her, now adulterated by the foul reek of the dark tobacco Albert was in the habit of smoking in his collection of pipes. 
Her father would never have tolerated such a stench to soil the air in here. He had been a man of clean habits, who smoked at his club, but honored his late beloved wife’s desire to keep their house a place of refuge from the dirty habits of his peers. He might not have agreed with his wife’s assessment, but he respected her wishes; and when she suddenly died, far too soon and in terrible pain from a wasting disease, his grief could not accept that she was no longer with him, and the only way he could console himself was by making it appear as if she was still alive, spoiling their daughter with all the affection he was capable of showing and honoring his wife’s wishes even after her death.
Elizabeth resolutely pushed aside maudlin reminiscences and painful memories and focused on the task at hand.
The safe… 
That’s where Albert would be keeping his valuables, and hopefully also what rightly belonged to her. It was a heavy steel box, about five foot tall and three foot wide and deep, with three dials, whose pointers had to be positioned on to the correct numbers in order to be able to unlock it. The last time Elizabeth had seen it, it had been in her father’s—now Albert’s—study, nestling in an alcove. Given its weight, it was unlikely that Albert would have moved it.
The problem with the location was that the study was adjacent to the bedchamber, separated by a door, which might or might not be open. How could she possibly get away with not only entering the study without being heard, but also opening the safe and extracting what she wanted in darkness, with only some moonlight shining in along the sides of the curtains? Fortunately, she knew the combination of the numbers—unless Albert had changed them!
The thought gave Elizabeth pause. If he had changed them, she would have to use the trick she had learned a long time ago when, just as a game, she had eventually succeeded in listening to the very faint clicks on the inside of the heavy steel door indicating that a dial had been turned to the correct number. 
She smiled to herself. Not even papa had known about this. He would have been utterly scandalized. But when papa was away to London, she had often snuck into his study and practiced what some people called ‘safe breaking’; an activity usually confined to thieves—and a thief was what she was about to become! And it appeared that she was very good at it indeed.
Elizabeth carefully avoided the creaking floorboard on the landing and finally reached at the door to the study. The handle did not make a sound, which was as she had expected, because Albert hated squeaky handles and hinges, and had made an unholy fuss about it when he first set foot into the mansion. 
Oddly enough, creaky floor boards apparently did not bother him, and there were three of them in the study. Elisabeth of course knew where they were and had learned to avoid them when sneaking around in here. She pushed open the door and slowly crept inside, closing it carefully behind her. She looked around in the only partially relieved darkness. The door to the bedchamber appeared to be closed, though from here she could not tell if completely so. She grimaced and in careful tiny steps moved over the wooden floor until she reached the huge Persian rug.
So far, so good. 
Slowly and with great care, avoiding the patch where a treacherous creaky floorboard was hidden underneath the rug, she approached the safe, which lay in complete darkness.
From the bedchamber came the sounds of a man snoring. 
Good! The noise might help cover her activities.
Quickly she bridged the last final steps, then felt her way along the safe’s front door, to touch the first dial. She could not see the numbers, but she had done this so often that she could correctly position the little metal pointers of the three dials with her eyes closed. 
One.
Two.
Three.
Elizabeth slowly twisted the handle with both hands; heaved a sigh of relief when it turned. She tugged on the heavy steel door, which opened on well-oiled hinges.
The snoring stopped.
Elizabeth froze, not daring to breathe.
The snoring started again, not as steady as before, but coming in stops and starts, with occasional spasmodic bursts.
Elizabeth reached into the safe and probed around in the darkness for the wooden oblong box that contained her jewelry.
There!
But it seemed wedged in between other objects—boxes, wads of…what? banknotes?—and who knew what would happen if she attempted to extract it? The pitch blackness inside the safe forced her to rely on her sense of touch, and in this instance it didn’t help her to decide what to do next—
—especially as the snoring stopped and did not resume.
The slightest noise might give her away!
But maybe…
The jewelry box had an un-hinged lid and if she tried to pull it off…
She reached in with both hands, fingers touching the opposite sides of the lid—tugging slowly, trying to lift it gently without dislodging any of the items wedging it in.
The lid came loose, and she very gently lifted it high enough to clear the surrounding objects. She placed it beside her and with the right hand reached into the now-open box—touched familiar shapes.
She would have to lift them out one by one. There would be too much noise otherwise. Her fingers closed on a necklace.
The ruby! Elizabeth’s late mother’s most precious possession. Maybe not the most valuable item in the box, but it had been in her family for generations, and it had been meant to be Elizabeth’s one day.
“I want you to wear it to your wedding.”
Again memories threatened to blur her vision, and she wiped her eyes with her left sleeve, even as she gently lifted out the gold chain necklace with the step-cut ruby with her right hand, put it around her neck and tucked the gem under her shirt.
A noise behind her!
Elizabeth’s head snapped around.
In the door to the bedchamber stood a dark shadow.
No! 
Not now! 
Not when she was so close!
But self-preservation instinct took over. Though right now she was in darkness, he would see her, and then…
She hesitated for the briefest of instances, torn between immediate flight and wanting to grab a handful of treasures from her mother’s jewel case.
“Anybody here? Alexander?”
The uttering of the head footman’s name and the memories it invoked made the decision for her. She rose from her crouch, ran for the door, opened it and fled along the landing.
“Stop! Thief!” 
Albert’s hated voice sounded through the door.
“Stop him!”
Elizabeth didn’t look back, but took the stairs as quickly as she could. That she reached the bottom without stumbling was a minor miracle.
“Stop!” Albert’s voice roared from the landing above.
Elizabeth ran for the front door. No time to take the long way out. By the time she reached the servants’ entrance at least Alexander would be in her way and that would be the end.
The door; heavy and doubly latched with two heavy steel bolts. 
Elizabeth heaved and pulled on the upper one.
Eventually it came loose; its rounded back end clattered against the stop.
Footsteps from below!
Elizabeth desperately jerked on the lower bolt, heaved, hissing with frustration as it refused to obey and yield only slowly.
“Alexander!” Albert shouted, coming down the stairs.
“Coming, My Lord!”
Please! Please!
A final jerk. The bold yielded, slamming back, catching the index finger of her left hand between the rounded end and the back stop.
Elizabeth bit back a cry. She must not make a sound—for then they would know who it was that had intruded.
Breathing heavily, she heaved on the door, opened it wide enough to squeeze through and ran onto the forecourt and toward the steps. She had to get to the horse, or all would be lost!
From the corners of her eyes she saw Eduard and Harry emerge from their doghouses, watching her run, but standing still.
“Stop or I’ll shoot!”
Alexander’s voice!
No!
A shot rang out; something whizzed past her ear.
Another shot. 
A searing pain in her left arm. She was partially jerked around, almost lost her footing, but somehow managed to continue running.
From the house came angry barks and growls, followed by an exclamation of pain from a man’s throat.
Elizabeth refused to dwell on what had happened behind her. The pain in her left upper arm became agony. Something warm was running down her arm. 
The sounds of two more shots rang behind her, followed by the sound of an animal in mortal agony.
No!
She wanted to scream—then remembered what would happen to her if they caught her. Resolutely she bit her teeth together and pushed aside the pain in her arm and her soul. She reached the stile, climbed over it using only her right arm, because the left one pulsed with surges of pain. She stumbled as she climbed down on the other side, but caught herself, found the path into the woods and tumbled along it, breathing heavily and wincing with the pain.
There was her horse.
Instinct and the desperate urge to survive and get away from here helped her untie it with her good hand, find a stirrup and drag herself into the saddle. She took the reins into the right hand and urged the horse back along the path they had come.
A dark cloud drew across the moon, plunging the forest into stygian blackness. The horse sped on, somehow sticking to the path, but the pain in her arm made her unable to think clearly.
She knew she was lost, but she didn’t want to stop. Better to be lost, as she already was, than to be apprehended by Alexander or Albert. 
Elizabeth’s senses faded. Somehow she managed to cling on to the horse, holding on for dear life.
She didn’t hear the sound of pursuit coming up behind her. But her horse did, and, following a primal instinct, it sped up. Elizabeth did not know it, but only luck and the fact that she was slumped forward, prevented her from being hit and unsaddled by one of the many branches in their path.
The horse shied aside, emerged onto a clearing, bisected by a broad creek, now briefly swollen into a small stream from recent rains. The moon emerged from behind the cloud, bathing the scene in a bright light. The horse raced toward the stream, tried to stop and just succeeded, its hooves digging deeply into the soft ground beside the bank. Elizabeth was catapulted across its neck. Her feet left the stirrups. The reins were jerked out of her right hand as she was thrown into the stream.
She barely had time to realize what was happening before she hit the water. 
Then everything went back.
 
 

Chapter 2
Earlier that same night, in the Sussex mansion of Christopher James Albert Rivenhall, Earl of Eastcott and Baron Rivenhall.
 
“My Lord—“
Christopher raised a hand to stem Winston’s incipient remark.
“Not another word, my friend. For whenever we are alone and you address me with my title, you are about to follow it with admonitions or disapproving remarks. And in this case, while I do appreciate your wise counsel, my mind is made up.”
Winston, who officially had the role of Christoper’s butler but in truth was so much more, grimaced. His face—marred by a curved scar across the right cheek that gave it a permanently twisted appearance; with the broken, sideways-slanting nose adding to the impression of deformity—displayed open disapproval at Christopher’s plans for the night.
“I’m just going to scout the lay of the land,” Christoper said. “It’s raining, which will aid with me with my enterprise. Nobody will be out and about on a miserable night like this. The ideal time to find a suitable and reliable escape path for my next undertaking.”
“Albert Manning,” Winston said firmly, “has little that’s worth stealing and risking your neck for. That house is a death trap for any intruder, including yourself!”
Christopher chuckled. “Ahh, but there you’re wrong. Not about the risk maybe, but about whether he has anything worth taking from him. For I have it from a very reliable source in banking circles that the very dislikable Viscount Manning only two days ago withdrew a sum of money, amounting to four thousand pounds, in one and ten pound notes from the Manning account at the Bank of England; in addition to five hundred one crown coins.”
“Oh!” Winston whistled tonelessly.
“Exactly,” Christopher said. “The notes’ denominations suggest that they are moneys Albert Manning wants to have at hand, intended for transactions that he most definitely wants hidden from the Bank—and possibly even the police.”
Winston nodded. “Now I understand your lively interest in this matter. Despite this, however, I am concerned about your welfare. All your previous exploits were conducted during social gatherings; not while attempting entry into the house of a man, who almost certainly is cautious enough to protect his estate and any wealth he may keep there. 
“Indeed, I’ve heard that he keeps two Irish Wolfhounds, once belonging to his late uncle, as guard dogs. They will detect your presence, no matter what you may do to try and fool them. And then—
“Christopher! Listen to me! Please! You’ve declared yourself to be my friend; and indeed you are, for I’m alive only because of you! I would be remiss if I didn’t do what I can to advise you against such a foolhardy undertaking.”
“I’m just going scouting, Winston. Gathering intelligence. If what I find tells me that indeed the risk is too great, then I shall return my undivided attention to removing Lady Worthington’s jewels from her at her next, no doubt again ineffably dull, society ball.”
Winston’s look told Christopher that his friend didn’t believe a word of what he’d just said. And indeed, Christopher himself did not credit his own utterances with an iota of truth. Manning Manor, which stood on a modest estate next to his own much larger one, had become a challenge that had risen into prominence above all other challenges. 
To think of what he could do with the money he would be taking from Manning; and what that man would not be able to do with it. Because Viscount Manning almost certainly was not just a wastrel of the wealth bequeathed to him through the fortuitous circumstances of his birth, but he also had a reputation for being a thoroughly unsavory character. The term ‘odious’ had been bandied about by folks of Christopher’s acquaintance, who usually were not known for hyperbolic expression.
“Promise me that it’ll just be a scout,” Winston said quietly, his rough voice just for once muted and almost soft.
His friend’s concern touched Christopher deeply. It wasn’t the kind of sentiment one might expect from a former criminal, who had almost ended up in a hangman’s noose. But Christopher knew that Winston, though a formerly a petty criminal as well as a skilled pickpocket despite his size, had never deliberately hurt anyone. The only exception had been the one which had brought them together. 
As for larceny and thievery—well, it probably made some people feel ‘hurt’ when they were being relieved of their valuables. Too bad for them. If the person in question had more wealth than they deserved—at least in Christopher’s opinion—and did nothing with that wealth except using it to become even richer, or wasting it on vapid pursuits… 
All a question of judgment of course, but someone had to do the judging—and Christopher had little faith in the moral authority of those who were in the habit of claiming it; ranging from church to that collection of fatuous do-no-goods who called themselves the ton, as well as those commoners who were amassing wealth from the backbreaking labors of the least well-off. 
Christopher had no illusions about his own moral superiority either; but he told himself that he had at least taken actions that made life better for some; despite holding onto his own wealth and social status—for it definitely was useful, and he had no intention of joining those in powerlessness and penury. 
Hypocrisy? 
Maybe. 
Actually, definitely.
But he had decided that he could live with that—even though his double existence would continue to make it impossible for him to lead what some might call a ‘normal life’, whatever that might be. 
“I promise,” he said. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”
“Better not,” Winston said dryly. “Hoping to die is stupid. One day we all die, so why bother hoping for it? But cross your heart all you want. It’s said it protects you against rapacious females. Especially if they’re after your heart.”
“Isn’t that what they’re supposed to be after—rather than my money and title?”
Winston shrugged, but said nothing. Christopher thought he knew why. Winston had had his heart broken once upon a time, and his twisted face and livid scar tended to frighten off women, who apparently were unable to look beyond his grim appearance and gruff mannerisms; unable to see the good and even sensitive man behind the frightening exterior.
Maybe Winston was right about heart-crossing and love—the heart-breaking kind in particular. Christopher as yet was undecided about the matter. Every female he had come across and who had batted her eyes at him, had either insufferably vapid or intent on marrying him as expeditiously as practicable; motivated by reasons having obviously—and with occasionally offensive shamelessness—nothing to do with affection for him.
Was this to be his fate?
Christopher resolutely dismissed any further consideration of such matters for the moment. Right now he had to focus on his clandestine scouting expedition into his neighbor’s lands.
 
~~~
 
Despite his misgivings about the enterprise, Winston had readied Maisie, Christopher’s almost-black-as-pitch mare, for the outing. With her color and Christopher’s dark riding boots, breeches and waxed-cloth rainproof cape, this made them almost invisible, except possibly as silhouettes against a sky illuminated by a full moon. But not all creatures relied on sight, and the hounds guarding Manning Manor could well be a decisive factor in deciding against risking an incursion into the building. And, yes, even before Winston had mentioned them, Christopher had known about their existence. 
A large black cloud was covering the moon and rain was falling heavily. Christopher congratulated himself on having chosen to approach the mansion along the main access path, as it would provide him with the quickest getaway should this be needed. 
Escaping would be considerably more difficult along one of the small winding tracks through the woods Christopher had found when exploring the area on foot, during his thrice-weekly runs; one of the things he did to keep himself in good physical condition. 
Another was climbing, which he practiced on the side of the mansion facing away from that whence visitors tended to approach. It would not do for them to accidentally catch him in activities that would appear very unusual for an Earl. Of course, the staff knew about his practices, but Winston had made sure that they thought of it as one of their employer’s whimsies. 
To complete the set of skills that just might be useful for his larcenous undertakings, Christopher drew on Winston’s pugilist and wrestling skills, acquired during a hard life in the dregs of London. Every now and then that past surfaced when he relapsed into manners of expression, which Christopher had taken pains to elevate to a more refined level; in addition to teaching his friend reading and writing, to which Winston had taken with an intelligence few would have expected from someone like him. 
As Christopher cautiously progressed along the side of the access path to Manning Manor, keeping as close as possible to the tall poplars lining a long section of it, the rain abated, the moon came out in full again and progress became easier. As expected, given the weather and the late hour, no sign of activity was visible. The windows were dark, adding to the mansion’s forbidding appearance. 
Christopher halted Maisie behind one the large, carefully shaped giant hedges and considered the font entrance, on each side of which was a doghouse.
Should he approach closer? 
Too dangerous maybe. As long as it was raining heavily, the sound might well mask the noise of his approach, but right now it was just water dripping from the trees that rustled slightly in a chilly breeze to his right. 
Frontal approach, Christopher thought, was not a sensible stratagem. However, the servants’ entrance would be around the back, out of sight of dignified visitors. 
Definitely a more promising inroad. Of course, he would have to ride in a wide circle around the manor, leave Maisie behind and approach it on foot. 
If only he knew the internal layout! 
Maybe he should pay the Viscount a friendly neighborly visit?
Of course, Albert would be wondering as to his motives, since Christopher had never made any but the most cursory contact, and even that had been at a London function.
Christopher was debating with himself the wisdom of getting a closer look at the back of the manor, when Maisie’s ears perked forward and a faint sound attracted his attention.
A deer? This close? Where?
“Sshhh,” he whispered and stroked Maisie’s neck. “Not a sound.”
She stood still like a statue, her ears pointing forward and flicking nervously.
Christopher held his breath, straining his ears. 
He thought he heard splashes from the other side of the fence separating forest and gardens. A few moments passed. A figure came into view, hurried across the manicured lawns and disappeared between the ornamentally cut hedges, only to become visible again closer to the house.
From their kennels emerged the dogs. 
Silently.
The figure climbed the steps, stopped, knelt as they approached and greeted her with obvious affection. 
For suddenly Christopher knew who it had to be. Albert Manning’s treatment of his cousin, Elizabeth, daughter of his late uncle, had not exactly remained a secret in both local and London circles. But her father had died a few months before his own sire, and by the time he had heard about the fate of the daughter, she had disappeared into obscurity, and—quite apart from having to deal with suddenly becoming the Earl of Eastcott—too many other matters, including saving Winston from the gallows, had occupied his attention to think of her. 
Besides, he had never laid eyes on her before, because he had spent most of his time in London. Not that he particularly liked the city very much. It was filthy, stank, was a cesspool of iniquity, and the need to attend far too many vacuous ton events in order to follow his larcenous activities was vexing and required a constant herculean effort at pretending that he did not despise the lot of them. And then there were the mothers who attempted, usually without the least hint of shame, to foist their daughters on him.
But here was Elizabeth, in the middle of a dark, rainy night, outside her late father’s residence and with obviously clandestine intent.
She shooed the dogs back into their boxes and disappeared around the other side of the mansion.
“What do you think of that?” Christopher whispered to Maisie, whose ears briefly twisted in his direction before turning forward again.
“Let’s just wait, shall we? I’m dying to find out what she is doing here.”
Some time passed. Christopher was close to thinking that nothing would happen after all, when all of a sudden faint voices sounded from inside the mansion. Even muffled as they were, their intonations revealed anger and even fury.
The front door opened. The figure of Elizabeth Manning emerged and ran down the broad expanse of steps.
Another figure came out after her, stopping about halfway between mansion and the steps.
“Stop or I’ll shoot!”
The hounds emerged from their boxes.
The man raised one of the two pistols in his hands. A muzzle flash was followed almost immediately by the ring of a pistol shot.
Elizabeth continued running. 
The Hounds issued warning growls.
Another shot.
Elizabeth’s figure stumbled, caught herself and disappeared into the darkness behind the giant hedges.
Did she have a horse waiting?
Of course she did.
The Hounds barked and growled, and almost as one attacked the shooter, bringing him down and tearing at his arms. 
Another man emerged. Two more shots rang out. Howls of pain and whimpers from canine throats.
She is wounded!
Without thinking about what he was doing, Christopher kicked Maisie into motion and headed for the section of the fence closest to him. 
“Don’t let me down!” he said to Maisie as the fence drew nearer.
She cleared it easily with one powerful precise leap and followed the tug on his reins as he urged her along the fence line to the place where he had seen Elizabeth disappear.
There!
He knew this path; it was one of those he had explored some time ago on foot.
Darkness descended suddenly as a cloud covered the moon. From somewhere down the path came the sound of a horse racing away at what must have been a perilous speed along a track that was unsuitable for riding fast at the best of times.
But there was no helping it. The woman was wounded, possibly seriously! If she was losing blood she would soon lose consciousness, and then…
“Go!” he whispered.
He kept his head down, trusting Maisie’s instincts to find her way. Even so, twigs and leaves battered his face, and at one point Maisie veered aside, but the outlier of a branch still struck his shoulder, eliciting a sharp burst of pain.
Christopher lost sense of how long the chase continued. But then suddenly they came onto a clearing. The moon emerged from behind the cloud. 
Not far ahead Elizabeth’s horse suddenly halted catapulting her over its neck. There was a splash as she hit the swollen stream. The horse ran away and crashed into the undergrowth to his right.
Christopher leaped off Maisie and ran to the stream’s edge. 
There she was, submerged and drifting away in the current.
He ran alongside the stream to catch up with her, then launched himself into the frigid water. He caught hold of one arm, pushed himself off the rocks at the bottom of the stream, and struggled to work his way to the side, dragging her behind him. 
A straggly tree root in the next bend extended into the path of the water. Christopher reached for it, managed to get a hold. It almost tore out of his grasp, but somehow he held on. The current pulled Elizabeth forward, swinging her around, closer to the edge, lessening the water’s pull on them both and nudging them into the bank of the stream. Christopher felt his boots touch solid ground. He straightened and tried to get hold of a clod of grass roots with yet another tree root poking out. 
With what waning strength remained in his hand, he pulled himself and his burden into a nook of swirling eddies, out of the main pull of the stream—then dragged himself and Elizabeth out of the water, up the muddy bank and onto the grass. 
The urge to just lie down and rest was strong, but he knew there was no time. He rolled over, stood, picked her up so that her back was to him, and wrapped his arms around her chest. Only then did he realize that she was wearing men’s clothing.
One. Two. Three. Four. Five.
With each count, he tightened his arms around her chest, forcing her lungs to compress, and then releasing the pressure so they could expand again.
There was no response, as she hung limp in his arms.
One. Two. Three. Four. Five.
“Live!” he shouted into her ear. 
She was so cold!
“Live! Live! LiveLiveLive!”
One. Two. Three. Four. Five.
Her limp figure twitched. Water spurted from her mouth. She struggled weakly.
But she was breathing again.
Now, how to deal with the cold and the blood seeping from her left arm.
Christopher let her down, but kept her sitting up, leaning against him; breathing but senseless.
He managed to take off his cape and the doublet he wore underneath; tore off his shirt, leaving him shivering with the cold breeze on his wet skin.
He ripped off one arm of the shirt, which he used as a primitive bandage to stem the flow of blood from her wound.
Maisie had approached and now stood close, watching them. 
Christopher took the limp woman into his arms and somehow managed to heave her, belly down, onto Maisie in front of the saddle. He mounted, maneuvered Elizabeth into an upright position in front of him and flicked the reins.
“Home,” he whispered to Maisie. “Go!” 
He knew she was far more likely to find the way than he. So he grasped the reins with his left hand and held the woman close to him with his right arm, as Maisie started on their way home.
It was too late to do anything about it, by the time the chill air biting into his skin suddenly reminded him that his torso was still bare and that his cape and doublet were lying beside the stream.
But at least they were on his estate. He would send Winston to try and pick up his garments—and locate Elizabeth’s wayward horse as well.

Chapter 3
Some time before daybreak, at the front entrance of the mansion of the Earl of Eastcott. Christopher has dismounted and pulled Elizabeth off the horse, carrying her limp body in his arms. Winston is holding Maisie’s reins. 
 
“She’s going to die,” Winston said, trying to hide his disapproval, but failing; with a face that had “Just listen to me!” written all over it.
“No, she’s not,” Christopher snapped, shivering with the cold. “I’ll take her to my chambers. Get me dry blankets. Lots of them. Light the fire. And don’t wake anybody up to help. This must not be known.”
“She can’t stay in those wet clothes,” he heard Winston say to his back as he carried her inside. “The cook—”
“No! Nobody must know. Not until I’ve figured out what to do about this whole affair. Nobody enters my chambers from now on.”
Winston came up behind him. “Who then is going to undress her? Cook is the only woman—”
“No!” Christopher snapped.
Still, Winston had the right of it. But in this case, propriety and the necessity for modesty were secondary to what needed to be done to save her life and protect her against the potential recriminations resulting from her actions.
“Get me those blankets. Flannel drying cloths. Clean linen sheets. Scissors. And I’ll need some dry clothes as well. I’m bloody freezing.”
Ignoring Winston’s mutterings of disapproval of just about everything that was happening, Christopher carried Elizabeth’s pale figure up the wide flight of steps to the first landing and into his room, where he gently deposited her on the floor beside the bed.
He would have to hurry; he couldn’t afford to let her come to her senses before she was safely ensconced in a warm, dry bed. There would be resistance, and that would delay things that needed to be done quickly. 
He quickly divested himself of his wet garments and slipped into dry breeches and a woolen shift. Winston entered with his arms full of blankets, sheets of flannel and linen.
“Leave them here,” Christopher said. “The fire.”
Winston gave him an eyebrow-raised look, shook his head and left.
Forcing himself to ignore the impropriety of what he was doing, Christopher carefully peeled Elizabeth out of her soaked man-disguise overgarments, using scissors to cut up the sleeve covering her wounded arm. He undid the knot holding together the cloth tied across her breasts to conceal her true nature and removed it, then took off the gold chain necklace with the big ruby and placed it on top of a a handkerchief lying on a small bedside table.
She stirred as he removed it, but only for a moment, causing him to freeze, fearing that she might wake too soon; yet glad that the life in her was strong and tenacious.
The wound in her left arm had stopped bleeding heavily, though blood continued to seep out. The pistol ball had
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