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      There was nothing worse than living in fear, Louise mused while sticking comfortably to the edge of the ballroom. And yet, this was precisely what she’d been doing for most of her life.

      Every day when she awoke, she prepared to face the possibility of drawing attention for the wrong reason, of being mocked for her inferiority, and of having to recognize she was a failure. All of which were directly tied to her greatest terror of all – of one day waking and not being able to see. Again. And of the pain this would lead to, not just emotionally, but physically as well.

      Because she remembered.

      The couching.

      Even though she wished she didn’t, since not remembering might have allowed her to live a more normal life – one in which she’d not be burdened by constant anxiety. She had been seven the first time her eyes were couched by a doctor in order to fix the blurry vision she’d had since birth. At thirteen, the procedure was repeated. Then again when she was seventeen.

      Apparently there was no guarantee the result would last.

      A shudder raked her spine at the memory of it. No one wanted to be restrained while a doctor inserted a needle into one’s eye so he could push the ruined lens out of the way. It was unbearably painful. So much so she’d decided never to have another operation unless it was absolutely necessary.

      Consequently, she’d not told her parents when she’d lost her sight in the right eye at the age of sixteen. It had happened during a game of shuttlecock when the hard end of the birdie struck the side of her head. Although the effect had been immediate, she’d told everyone she was fine. After all, she’d still been able to see with her left eye, provided she used her spectacles.

      Unfortunately, her reprieve from surgery had been short-lived. When her left lens had unexpectedly shifted a few months later, she’d had both eyes couched again. As luck would have it, she now faced the same risk once more – her left eye had failed a few weeks earlier.

      Thus the fear. Not only of the pain and discomfort, but of when and where disaster might strike.

      Last time, she’d been at a musicale. Her least favorite people in the world, Miss Rebecca Bowes, Miss Nicole Frazier, and the Earl of Croft’s daughter, Lady Deidre Brackenbridge, had been in attendance as well, and as usual, they’d sought her out for the purpose of telling her something unkind. In this case, it had pertained to the spots on her forehead. They’d been a nuisance for her at that age.

      “You look rather blotchy this evening,” Lady Deidre had said while Miss Bowes and Miss Frazier both snickered. “I do hope you’re not ill.”

      Of course, the three awful women were blessed with perfect complexions. Life was unfair that way.

      Determined to hide her mortification so she wouldn’t look weak, Louise had raised her chin and forced a smile. “Perhaps you should keep your distance from me then. Just to be safe.”

      Lady Deidre had grimaced. “Poor thing. It can’t be easy knowing you’ve no chance of marrying well.”

      The remark prompted Louise to glance across at Mr. Nigel Fairbanks, a handsome gentleman she’d taken a fancy to the previous year when he’d asked her to dance at her coming out ball. Since then, her feelings for him had been steadily growing. Unfortunately, nothing escaped Lady Deidre’s notice. She’d instantly laughed. “Good heavens. You really do aim for the impossible, don’t you?”

      “Well, it’s better than…than…” Unable to think of anything clever to add, Louise had clamped her mouth shut and glared at Lady Deidre before turning away. Her intention had been to locate her seat, but then her eyesight had unexpectedly failed and she’d tripped over something. One second later she’d been sprawled on the floor while laughter echoed behind her. Lady Deidre and her friends had found the incident very amusing.

      Since then, Louise stayed close to her family during social functions – particularly to her siblings. All were older than she and happily married. Albert, Viscount Linton, to Diana Winterly, Kimberly to Viscount Laringsby, and Helen to the Earl of Fenwick.

      Presently, Louise stood with her sisters and surveyed the Redding ballroom. It was filled to capacity by London’s elite, all dressed in their evening finery. Gowns cut from silk shimmered in response to the candlelight while gemstones sparkled and crystal beads winked. Louise herself had elected to wear one of her favorite dresses. Fashioned from a watery turquoise, it complimented her dark brown hair and eyes. A nearby refreshment table offered iced cakes and trays piled high with triangular sandwiches. Musicians placed on the opposite side of the room slid their bows across the strings of their violins, filling the air with harmonious notes in accompaniment of the quadrille currently underway.

      “He’s dancing at the moment,” Kimberly told her.

      “Who is?” Louise asked with every intention of feigning ignorance.

      Kimberly snorted and shook her head. “The same man you look for at every social function. Mr. Fairbanks, of course.”

      “Why don’t you go and talk to him?” Helen asked.

      Louise sighed. “Because whenever I am in Mr. Fairbanks’ presence, I either forget how to speak or say something foolish.” When he’d helped her up at the musicale three years earlier, she’d forgotten to thank him. Instead she’d remarked on his scent, since this had been the first clue she’d had of the man who’d come to her aid. He’d chuckled and voiced his appreciation, but her mortification had been complete.

      “Didn’t he ask you to dance at your coming out ball?” Helen asked.

      “He did,” Louise admitted, her heart fluttering slightly at the memory. The dance had brought him to her attention, but it was the help he’d given her when she’d been in distress that had caused her to fall completely in love with him.

      “Well there you are,” Kimberly said. “I’m sure he’d treat you kindly if you were to strike up a conversation with him.”

      Louise’s stomach twisted in that nervous way it always did whenever she thought of stepping out of her element. “I don’t believe he thinks of me in the same way I think of him. If he did, he’d surely have asked me to dance again since.”

      “Do you honestly think so?” Helen asked. “When you’re known to turn everyone down?”

      Her sister did have a point. After the musicale incident, Louise was wary of walking onto a dance floor because what if she suddenly lost her sight again in the midst of a reel? What if she crashed into other dancers or tripped and fell to the floor? She’d make an even bigger spectacle of herself then – the sort she feared she’d never live down.

      “If you want to marry,” Kimberly said, “you’ll have to accept the attentions of men.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Louise murmured, taking an instinctive step backward. She’d still not forgotten the comment Lady Deidre had made. Worst of all, Louise didn’t think she’d been wrong to question Louise’s ability to make a good match.

      Yet another reason for hesitation.

      “And if the man you choose to marry cares for you, he’ll overlook your need for spectacles,” Helen added.

      Louise shook her head. “No man will want to saddle himself with a woman who might lose her sight at any second. I’d be a danger to his reputation.”

      Kimberly placed a calming hand on Louise’s arm. “Your condition is fixable, Louise. And every time your sight is restored, it lasts for years.”

      “There’s no guarantee it will though. If I lose my sight again, the procedure might only last a day, a week, or a month. I’ve been incredibly fortunate so far to have it last in such long increments, but it might not keep doing so.”

      “I still think you should talk to Mr. Fairbanks,” Helen said. “You’ve been in love with him for so long the very idea of him marrying anyone else would be highly unpleasant.”

      Louise smiled on account of her sister’s kindness. “You’re a romantic, Helen. Of course you’d say that. But that doesn’t mean Mr. Fairbanks deserves to be burdened by me.”

      “Stop it,” Kimberly admonished. “You’re a wonderful catch for any gentleman lucky enough to get to know you.”

      “Only if I’m able to keep my eyesight.” A horrible thought struck. “Can you imagine if I were to lose it while walking up the aisle at our wedding? I’d likely trip and get tangled in my gown. It would be disastrous.”

      “I suppose that is a legitimate concern,” Helen said.

      “Agreed.” Kimberly gave Louise’s arm a squeeze before letting go. “I’d be worried about that too if I were in your position.”

      “And it’s not just that,” Louise told her sisters. “It could happen while I’m hosting a dinner, or during a ride, or while I’m watching our children.”

      “You probably ought to refrain from riding,” Helen said in a pensive tone.

      Louise cut her a glance. “I already do.”

      A pause in the conversation followed while chatter ensued around them. The music guiding the dance Mr. Fairbanks had been participating in began to fade, and Louise invariably sought him out as he bowed to his partner. A flutter fanned out within her breast as she watched him step off the dance floor. Impeccably dressed and with almost black hair and classically handsome features, he cut a striking figure in his evening attire.

      “No risk, no gain,” Kimberly whispered near Louise’s ear.

      Heat filled her cheeks. She swallowed. “Quite right.”

      “Then talk to him,” Helen urged. “We can come with you, if you like.”

      “No.” That would only make her feel more like a coward. If she was going to do this, she’d do it alone. Because in spite of her fears, her sisters did have a point. If she wanted to marry, she needed to make a match sooner rather than later. At twenty years of age, her chance to do so would soon be gone, and she could only use her eye surgeries as an excuse for so long. Plus, Mr. Fairbanks had proved himself to be a good man. He wouldn’t laugh at her or treat her cruelly if she approached him. She was certain of it.

      “I’ll simply inquire about his wellbeing,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else.

      “And we’ll be waiting for you right here,” Kimberly said, her voice full of encouragement. “Take as long as you need.”

      Grateful for the support, Louise made her way through the crowd toward the man she’d been dreaming of since he’d saved her from being overlooked. Her stomach tightened as she drew nearer, and then he was suddenly there, his attention focused upon…

      Louise sucked in a breath and prayed she might turn invisible. She seriously pondered the idea of taking a sharp left turn to avoid Mr. Fairbanks completely. Because the last thing she wanted was to have to greet him while Lady Deidre gazed at him as if he were some magical creature who’d promised to make all her wishes come true.

      And then, as if things couldn’t possibly get any worse, Lady Deidre’s gaze swept toward Louise. A smile curled her lips. 

      “Lady Louise,” Lady Deidre said, obliterating whatever hope she’d had of being ignored so she could escape into the crowd and pretend her life wasn’t one long series of awful moments. “It’s so good to see you again.”

      Louise froze. She stared at Lady Deidre, balled her hands into fists, and straightened her spine. She did her best to offer a smile in return. “Likewise.”

      A pause followed, during which Louise could feel heat creeping up the back of her neck. She could think of nothing else to say, so she glanced at Mr. Fairbanks, who took this as his cue to ask, “Are you enjoying the ball?”

      “Yes,” Louise said. “And you?”

      “To be honest I found it rather dull until I encountered Lady Deidre. She told me the most incredible tale earlier.” He smiled at Lady Deidre who promptly simpered with affected bashfulness. It was nauseating to watch. “Perhaps you would care to repeat it for Lady Louise’s benefit?”

      “Of course, I’d be delighted to do so,” Lady Deidre said, “though it is a rather long story and our set is sadly about to begin. Shall we proceed, Mr. Fairbanks?”

      “Indeed.” He offered Lady Deidre his arm, which she latched onto like a leech. “Perhaps—”

      “Mr. Fairbanks,” Lady Deidre purred while turning him away from Louise, “the other couples are already taking their places. We really must hurry if we’re to find a good spot on the floor.”

      “Of course,” Mr. Fairbanks said while Lady Deidre proceeded to lead him away. “Please excuse us, Lady Louise.”

      Humiliation burned the tips of Louise’s ears as Lady Deidre glanced back at her with a vindictive grin. The woman had known of Louise’s affection for Mr. Fairbanks for three long years, and had clearly chosen to turn this knowledge into a weapon.

      Swallowing her anger, the frustration it wrought on her nerves, and the keen awareness that every poke Lady Deidre dealt her further chipped away at whatever confidence she still possessed, Louise glanced toward the terrace doors with longing. Kimberly and Helen had said they would wait for her return, but right now, all Louise wanted was to be alone. So she swept through the crowd with determined steps, leaving behind the buoyant music, the lively chatter and laughter, the dazzling atmosphere filling the ballroom to claustrophobic capacity, and Lady Deidre’s hatefulness.

      Fresh air filled her lungs the moment she stepped outside, its coolness washing her skin of the heat she’d experienced indoors. She breathed in the sweet scent of jasmine that wafted toward her on the breeze and savored the stillness. Much to her surprise and pleasure, no one else was out here. For once, it would seem, something had worked in her favor.

      She moved slowly toward the stone railing, closer to the spot where steps led down to a torch-lit garden. Overhead, the ink-black sky stretched in every direction, as if it wished to encompass the world. Stars – tiny flecks of sparkling silver – twinkled like sun-kissed diamonds. A smile caught Louise’s lips. The world had so much beauty to offer, if one would but take the time to pause and look.

      “Riii—bit.”

      Louise dropped her gaze. It took her a moment to locate the toad – a fat creature perched upon the top step. Her smile broadened – not because she cared for any form of reptile, but because it occurred to her that a toad’s presence was much preferred to Lady Deidre’s.

      This thought brought her mind back to Mr. Fairbanks. “If only he would pay more attention to me,” she said, addressing the toad, “but what would ever compel him to? Do you have any idea?” When the toad continued to sit there, motionless and silent, Louise sighed. “Oh, if only you would speak.”

      Someone cleared their throat behind her, and then a man said, “Forgive me. I believe you must have mistaken me for someone else.”

      Startled, Louise spun around and nearly lost her footing in the process. Of course someone had to witness her talking to a toad. That was simply how her life worked. She stared at the stranger – a handsome gentleman with an inquisitive gleam in his eyes. “Who are you?”

      He studied her for a moment. “Apparently not the person you believed you were addressing.”

      “No. I…um…” She looked askance. Perhaps she could tell him something more socially acceptable than the truth?

      “Riii—bit.”

      Louise bit her lip. Drat!

      The stranger frowned. His appearance was different from Mr. Fairbanks’s, whom she’d always thought the handsomest man in the world. By contrast, this man possessed fair hair, his jaw was more angular too – less delicate in appearance – while his mouth seemed on the verge of smiling, without actually doing so. The effect lent a jovial air of mischievousness to him that Mr. Fairbanks, who either smiled with complete abandon or not at all, lacked.

      “Were you conversing with a frog?” asked the stranger, his casual tone not the least bit condemning.

      “No,” Louise tried as the toad hopped out from behind her. It paused for a moment before continuing down the steps toward the grass beyond the terrace. She huffed a breath and chose to accept defeat. “Maybe.”

      A low chuckle resonated between them. “How unusual.”

      She knit her brow. “It wasn’t very helpful.”

      “Not with its advice perhaps, but maybe by lending an ear.” The stranger tilted his head in thought. “Do toads even have ears? I’m sure they must.”

      Louise instinctively smiled. There was comfort to be found in this man’s company, which was odd since she’d no idea who he was. And since they’d not been formally introduced… “I should probably go back inside. Being out here alone was all right until you joined me. Now it would be improper.”

      She started toward the French doors behind him while he tracked her steps in silence. A pity she could not stay when instinct suggested she’d like conversing with him at greater length. She was almost at the doors when one side swung open and her father stepped onto the terrace. “Louise. What are you doing out here?”

      She took a fortifying breath and prayed he’d stay calm. “I was merely taking a small reprieve.”

      He held her gaze. “Go and find your mother. She’s in the supper room, waiting for you.”

      “Yes, Papa.” What else could she say? He was her father and she’d always done as he’d asked. Glancing toward the stranger, she gave him a swift smile in parting before she returned inside, resigned to the idea of not being able to leave the ball any time soon.

      “The man you met on the terrace,” Papa began once Louise and her parents were finally heading home in their carriage three hours later. “You’re never to speak with him again. Is that clear?”

      Curious about her father’s apparent dislike of a person she’d thought to be rather pleasant, she asked, “Who was he?”

      “If he approaches you, you’re to walk away immediately,” Papa said, ignoring her question. “To be seen in his company will most assuredly lead to ruin. Mark my word.”

      “Goodness,” Mama said with a gasp. “You really must be careful, Louise. Listen to your father and protect your reputation at all cost.” The fact that she believed it was the only asset Louise had left besides her increasingly large dowry was heavily implied.

      “I gather he’s a rake then?” Louise asked, since this was the sort of man her parents had always warned her against.

      “I’ve no idea,” Papa said, then hastily added, “but it wouldn’t surprise me if he were.”

      “Hmm…” Louise frowned. She found her father’s vagueness, his reluctance to mention the man’s name, peculiar.

      “Cast him from your mind,” Papa said. “He’s not worth sparing a thought.”

      “Instead,” Mama said, “I would suggest you make more of an effort to be seen by the eligible gentlemen looking to marry. If you continue to hide in various corners, they’ll forget all about you.”

      “I’m not hiding in corners,” Louise grumbled.

      “You’re not making an effort either,” Mama said.

      “I spoke to Mr. Fairbanks,” Louise blurted, her intention being to win this frustrating argument.

      She instantly regretted it when Mama said, “I believe he’s enamored by Lady Deidre.”

      “He hasn’t announced an engagement yet,” Papa said. “Louise could still win him.”

      “Yes,” Mama agreed in a tone devoid of conviction. “I suppose she could.”

      Louise sighed. She knew she had to do better, try harder, be more assertive. If only fear didn’t always lurk at the back of her mind, it would be so much easier.

      To her surprise, her musings on the subject led her thoughts straight back to the stranger she’d met on the terrace. Gazing out the carriage window at the dark streets beyond, she went over their conversation while picturing him in her mind’s eye. Would she ever meet him again? More to the point, who on earth was he?
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      “Are you ready?” Marcus asked his patient, Mr. Keen, as he drew the curtains enough to keep out the bright morning light without plunging the room into complete darkness.

      Mr. Keen nodded. “Aye.”

      Crossing to the washbasin, Marcus cleaned his hands according to the Duke of Redding’s directive. The practice of doing so still wasn’t widespread, but it was one Redding had been adhering to since having read William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine during his medical studies a couple of decades earlier. In the book, disease was directly linked to a lack of cleanliness, so when Redding had begun work at St. Agatha’s, he’d insisted no employee touch a patient without first washing their hands. Coincidentally, St. Agatha’s boasted the lowest mortality rate of any English hospital.

      Marcus dried his hands and approached Mr. Keen. Reaching up, he undid the end of the bandage surrounding his patient’s head and began to unwind it. His heart beat a steady rhythm thanks to his years of experience. He knew how to keep his nerves under control, even though apprehension remained at the back of his mind. One breath in, one breath out. Deep inhalations and slow exhalations.

      In his line of work there was always a risk, a gamble, made less only by the skill he possessed. Redding understood this better than anyone else of Marcus’s acquaintance. The duke had discussed it with Marcus at length and had offered support on the rare occasion when Marcus’s effort to restore sight failed.

      “You can open your eyes now, Mr. Keen. Slowly, if you please. Give your vision a chance to adjust. Here, try putting these on.” Marcus helped Mr. Keen with his spectacles. In order to protect the man’s eyes from the sun, Marcus had covered the lenses with black veil fabric cut to size. He opened the curtains more to let in additional light.

      “My God,” Mr. Keen murmured. He turned his head, his gaze sweeping the room before it settled on Marcus. He squinted, relaxed his eyes once more, and tilted his head in a contemplative manner. “Ye’re younger than I imagined.”

      “Tell me what you see,” Marcus said, his body tense with increased hope.

      Mr. Keen blinked. “There’s a table right there. It looks like it’s got a potted plant on it. An’ three books stacked to one side. There’s a picture on the wall above.” Mr. Keen stood and moved toward it. “It’s a countryside setting. With a manor ’ouse in the distance.”

      Marcus breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re correct.”

      “I know.” His patient turned toward him. A smile stretched wide on his face. “Thank ye, Mr. Berkly. Ye’ve worked a miracle for me an’ I…” Mr. Keen’s voice broke. He drew a sharp breath. “I’m most appreciative. Truly I am.”

      “Your vision should improve further in the coming days as you adjust to the light,” Marcus said. “Rest is important. You mustn’t overtax yourself.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Marcus handed Mr. Keen a sheet of paper with instructions on how to manage this stage of recovery, what to expect, and what to look out for. “Let me know right away if you experience any of these symptoms.”

      Mr. Keen agreed and took his leave, allowing Marcus a moment to relax before he saw his next patient.

      “What did you think of the ball last night?” Redding asked when Marcus met him for luncheon a couple of hours later. They were joined by Viola Lowell, formerly the Duchess of Tremaine before she married Henry Lowell, Viscount Armswell’s heir. She was St. Agatha’s patroness – the impressive lady who’d founded the hospital with the inheritance she’d received from her first husband.

      “Judging from the large crowd, it seemed immensely popular,” Marcus said right before biting into the sandwich he’d brought to work.

      “You left a bit early though,” Redding mused. “Couldn’t help but notice. And since the Earl of Grasmere insisted I never invite you to mingle with good society again, I find myself wondering if he might have been the cause.”

      Marcus swallowed his bite and washed it down with some water. “He didn’t appreciate finding his daughter alone with me on the terrace.”

      “I should say not,” Redding said with a snort of amusement. Sobering, he asked, “Which of his daughters were you with?”

      “It must have been Lady Louise,” Mrs. Lowell said, beating Marcus to the answer. “She’s the only one who’s unmarried and thus the only one who’d be compromised if she were found alone with a man.”

      “And not just any man,” Marcus said, “but one whom no father would ever want as a son-in-law.”

      There was a brief silence before Redding said, “If I had daughters of marital age, I’d welcome you to my family in a heartbeat.”

      Marcus met the older man’s gaze. “Thank you. I appreciate your saying so, but you’re also far more accepting of strays with scandalous pasts than most.”

      “Good grief,” Mrs. Lowell said. “You make it sound like you might have murdered someone when it was your father who did the dastardly deed. Holding you accountable for his crime is utterly absurd.”

      “It is how the world of the peerage works,” Marcus said.

      “That doesn’t mean I have to approve,” Mrs. Lowell told him, her eyes so hard Marcus wondered if she might be thinking back to when her own reputation had been tainted by scandal.

      “No,” Marcus agreed, “but that doesn’t make my disgrace any less real. I lost everything when my father was tried and convicted: my title, the entailed property I was meant to inherit, investments, funds in our family account. Everything was seized by the Crown.”

      “And yet, you don’t come across as bitter,” Redding said. “I think I would.”

      “What would be the point?” Marcus shook his head while thinking back on the dreadful ordeal. “The only way to get past it has been to move forward – create a new identity for myself.”

      “And so you have,” Mrs. Lowell said. “With remarkable success.”

      “We’re lucky to have you,” Redding added.

      Marcus nodded and took another bite of his sandwich. He hated being the son of the man who’d murdered the Duke of Windham’s father in cold blood. Whenever he thought of it, he was gripped by an incredible urge to scratch at himself, as if doing so would remove the stain of being related to such a monster.

      “How did you respond to Grasmere’s request not to let me attend your social functions in the future?” Marcus asked Redding.

      The duke smiled. “I told him to always expect your presence whenever I am the host.”

      “Well done,” Mrs. Lowell said with a bright smile.

      Redding shrugged. “I wasn’t about to chuck an excellent surgeon I also consider a friend only because an earl I barely know made demands.”

      Mrs. Lowell pursed her lips while studying Marcus. “You weren’t by any chance caught in flagrante with the lady, were you?”

      “Of course not,” Marcus said. “She happened to be on the terrace when I stepped outside to get some fresh air. We chatted a bit, but since we’d not been introduced, she thought it best to leave. She was almost at the door when her father showed up.”

      I know who you are, Mr. Berkly, and as such, I demand you stay away from my daughter.

      The words had followed Marcus all the way home, instilling in him a deep sense of lowliness he thought he’d long since shucked. Eight years ago, Grasmere would have been thrilled by the prospect of Marcus one day giving Lady Louise his attention. He’d been an honorary viscount, destined to become an earl. The future had been bright. Until it wasn’t.

      In the years that followed he’d been forced to accept being someone else, a different person from the one he’d been raised as. There had been little choice but for him to make something new of himself since the education his father had insisted he get wasn’t suited to proper employment. So at the age of five and twenty, Marcus had started over.

      “What did you think of her?” Mrs. Lowell’s voice tore Marcus away from his reverie.

      No regrets. He’d promised his sister he’d have none.

      “Of Lady Louise?” Marcus asked, just to be sure he’d not missed a change in the conversation. When Mrs. Lowell nodded, he allowed himself to ponder the woman he’d met the previous evening. He couldn’t exactly call her beautiful, and yet there had been an elusive something about her that made her unforgettable. He wasn’t sure what it was but… “I like her, though we hardly spoke enough for me to form a proper opinion.”

      Redding exchanged a look with Mrs. Lowell, then said, “Perhaps you could—”

      “Stop right there,” Marcus said. “If you intend to try your hand at matchmaking, then I suggest you refrain. Grasmere doesn’t want me near his daughter – in fact, I’m inclined to think he’d like nothing more than for me to leave Town permanently. And besides, you’re both making too much of a brief conversation if either of you believes I’ve any romantic interest.”

      “I was only going to ask you to elaborate.” Redding started collecting the paper they’d each used to wrap their food. “Interesting assumption you made though.”

      “Most insightful,” Mrs. Lowell said with a grin.

      Marcus groaned. He had no interest in Lady Louise. He really didn’t. Not beyond wanting to learn why she’d been conversing with a toad and if doing so was a habit of hers. It was just a slight curiosity on his part, nothing more. Because it couldn’t be. Not when he was a former viscount-turned-surgeon and she was destined for something better.

      And yet, when he arrived at the Lowells’ home one week later, Marcus couldn’t quite quash his hope of Lady Louise’s also being present.

      As usual, when attending Society functions, he showed up late so he could avoid the receiving line. This minimized his chances of running into people who looked down their noses at him. It also allowed him to slip inside without much fuss. 

      Having handed his outerwear to the butler, Marcus made his way toward the ballroom. He’d zero interest in socializing and only attended events that were hosted in homes where he knew the layout and how to avoid getting noticed. 

      Some, he considered as he stepped into a small sitting room immediately off the ballroom, might wonder why he bothered showing up at all when he had no wish to see other people. The truth was he came for the music and the atmosphere. 

      Moving with easy footfalls, Marcus crossed the sitting area and eased the door on the opposite side open. He paused for a second, then snuck unobtrusively into the hallway beyond, arriving behind an intricately carved wooden screen put in place to deter the guests from venturing into this part of the house. The lacework panels at eye level were a gift, allowing him to observe this end of the brightly lit ballroom and the guests who milled about. 

      A pang of sentimentality gripped his heart. It felt like only yesterday when he’d last waltzed with eager debutantes and exchanged political views with their fathers while sipping champagne. None of those people cared for what he had to say any longer. Hell, they didn’t even want him near them.

      A new tune began - one he recognized as Thomas Byström’s “Quadrille”. It had always been one of his favorites, so he was glad he’d arrived in time to hear it. Of course, if things had been different, he’d have asked a young lady to dance it with him. Now he could only watch. With limited visibility. 

      He angled his head and told himself he was only trying to focus on the notes being played, not because he wished to catch a glimpse of Lady Louise. 

      “She’s on the other side of the room,” a soft voice said.

      Marcus turned to greet his hostess. “Good evening, Mrs. Lowell.”

      Dressed in a gown cut from honey-colored taffeta, she leaned against the doorway leading into the sitting room. Extending her arm, she held a glass of champagne toward him.

      Marcus took it and drank.

      “Henry is busy right now, but I expect he’ll come and see you as soon as he can. I know he’s hoping you’ll join him and the dukes for cards later. Once the rest of the guests have gone home.”

      “I’d be happy to. Thank you, Mrs. Lowell.”

      She smiled. “You may call me Viola, you know.”

      “I do. But it doesn’t feel right.”

      She said nothing to this. They both knew his reasoning. No need to reiterate it.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked.

      “I did so before leaving home, but I wouldn’t say no to some of those macaroons your chef is so famous for.”

      “All right.” She grinned. “I’ll have one of the footmen bring you a plate.”

      Ten minutes later, Marcus bit into chocolate flavored perfection. He’d returned his attention to the ballroom and was now minding some old friends of his who’d gathered nearby for a chat.

      Nigel Fairbanks and Victor Newdale had both attended Eton and Oxford with Marcus. They’d visited each other during school holidays and had later traveled the Continent together. When Marcus had been stripped of his title and lost everything that went with it, they’d still called him their friend - had done their utmost to offer support. But when Marcus had seen how his reputation affected theirs by association, he’d severed all ties. Which had been remarkably easy since he’d been denied access to his club and was living with Regina and her husband, the Duke of Windham. Few would dare call at the home of a man who’d once been known as the Scoundrel of St. Giles, London’s most infamous crime lord.

      But even if they did, Marcus had only been there for a year, after which he’d gone off to Edinburgh in order to get the education required for him to make a decent living. That had led to a six-year absence from London, and while he did miss his friends on occasion, he knew he’d done them a favor. They were both better off not having to explain why they kept such reprehensible company, and their chances of making good matches would be much improved as a result.

      “What are your thoughts on Lady Deidre?” Nigel asked Victor. The two men, apparently wishing to speak discreetly, had moved slightly closer to where Marcus stood. 

      “Her grandmother, the Dowager Countess Croft, is one of my favorite people, though I’m not sure I can say the same for Lady Deidre herself. A touch too viscous for my taste that one, though I do believe she has a very attractive dowry. Not as attractive as Lady Louise’s mind you, but substantial enough for a man in need of funds to sacrifice a bit of happiness over.”

      “It seems we are of like mind,” Nigel murmured.

      “Really?”

      “Papa was very clear when he last advised me on marriage. According to what he has told me, he’s already met with Lord Grasmere to try and lay the groundwork for a potential courtship.”

      “You wouldn’t mind ending up with a handicapped wife?”

      Nigel shrugged. “The family needs to replenish its coffers and since I’ve not fallen prey to love, I’m able to make a logical decision rather than an emotional one.”

      “I suppose the same can be said of me, and now that you’ve gotten me thinking, I do believe I’d rather end up with Lady Louise as well.” There was a pause and then Victor said, “Maybe I’ll fight you for her.”

      “What?”

      Victor grinned. “I don’t mean literally, but making a contest of it could be fun.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “We’ll pursue them both. Whichever one of us gets engaged to Lady Louise first, wins.”

      “I’d say, in light of her ten thousand pounds.”

      Victor laughed and clinked his glass against Nigel’s to salute the joke. “And whichever one of us ends up with Lady Deidre will pay the other… One hundred pounds?”

      “What if neither one of us ends up with Lady Louise?”

      “An unlikely scenario if we pursue her in earnest. I don’t believe any other gentlemen need the blunt as much as we do, so most will steer clear on account of her…um…undesirability.”

      “And if the loser marries someone besides Lady Deidre?”

      “They’ll still owe the winner one hundred pounds.”

      “Fair enough,” Nigel said.

      Breathing heavily, Marcus clutched his glass of champagne while anger drove through him. Was this what his friends were really like? Was it what he’d been like? The sort of person who’d grown so entitled he’d lost sight of common decency?

      Thank God he’d been tossed out of that world and forced to live among normal people, to make something of himself through hard work and dedication. 

      He curled one hand into a fist. Lady Louise had been lovely when he’d met her. She didn’t deserve to be treated like a milch cow. And the fact that both men would chase after money with such single-mindedness just went to show that Marcus and his former friends had completely drifted apart.

      “Do you suppose either woman would mind being left alone in the country while I run off to London for a bit of amusement?” Victor asked. 

      “I can’t imagine why you’d concern yourself with that,” Nigel said. “She’ll be your wife and as such she’ll have to heed your wishes.”

      Marcus gritted his teeth.

      “That being said,” Nigel added, “ensuring your wife’s happiness can only benefit you in the long run. If I do keep my mistress, I’ll do so discreetly.”

      “Of course. But some women won’t even let a man carouse with his friends, never mind entertain his lovers. I merely wonder if you believe Lady Deidre or Lady Louise might—”

      “Hush, Victor. Here comes Lady Louise.”

      Marcus sucked in a breath. He released it slowly and silently chastised himself for his silliness. Why should he care if Lady Louise was approaching? He didn’t, though he could not deny wishing she’d give Nigel and Victor a cutting remark, if only for the fun of it.

      Of course she wouldn’t, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy a brief dream of how the next minutes would play out.

      And then she was suddenly there, more radiant than Marcus recalled. To be sure, the only other time he’d seen her the lighting had been dim. Now, amidst the glow from the wall sconces and chandeliers, she looked divine.

      “Mr. Fairbanks,” she said, her voice so soft Marcus struggled to hear. “Mr. Newdale. It’s...um...good to see you both again.”

      Marcus cringed on Lady Louise’s behalf. The poor woman was clearly nervous. If her uncertain tone wasn’t proof enough, her flushed cheeks and fidgety hands were.

      “Likewise,” Victor said while Nigel nodded. Smiles were added – the most disingenuous ones Marcus had ever seen. He winced and shook his head.

      A much too long silence followed, during which all three simply stared at each other as if unsure of what to say next. It was awkward in the extreme, until a new piece of music started and Nigel said, “If you’ll excuse me. I must collect my partner for the next set.” He cast a glance at Victor, who now appeared to be grinning, and promptly frowned. “Perhaps we can speak at greater length later, my lady?”

      “Oh.” Lady Louise’s eyes brightened. “I’d like that very much.”

      Nigel beamed at her in that blinding way of his. It always made people think he was built from rainbows and fluffy white clouds. Appearances, Marcus had long since discovered, were one thing. Reality quite another. Nigel, like so many members of the ton, had an agenda which required he look the part, act the part, and never forget the game he played.

      He reached for Lady Louise’s hand and raised it to his lips. Noting her breathless response, Marcus desperately wanted to step out from behind the screen and punch the fellow for his playacting. The thoughtless man was toying with Lady Louise’s heart, and he didn’t seem to care one whit.

      “Until we meet again,” Nigel said. He released her hand, gave Victor a stiff nod as if to confirm their wager was underway, and casually strolled off while straightening his sleeves.

      “Now that we’ve seen him off,” Victor said with a hint of humor, “I wonder if I might convince you to partner with me for the next set.”

      “Ah…”

      Lady Louise could not have looked more shocked.

      “I know I’m not half as handsome as Mr. Fairbanks, but I can assure you I’m in possession of superior conversational skills.”

      He wasn’t wrong, Marcus conceded. During their time at school, Victor had always been the one to talk them all out of trouble.

      “Um… Thank you, Mr. Newdale. I would…”

      Marcus watched as Lady Louise’s expression changed. Desperation captured her features, forcing lines to crisscross her brow and bracket her mouth. Concern for her wellbeing filled him. Something wasn’t right.

      Victor must have realized the same. “What is it?”

      She glanced around. “Oh God. Not now. Not again.”

      “Are you all right?” Victor asked, studying her with apprehensive concern.

      “I can’t see. I just… It’s all one big blur.”

      “I’ll fetch your parents,” Victor said. “Stay here.” He strode off without glancing back, without first ensuring that Lady Louise was left in a spot where she would feel safe.

      “Wait. Please.”

      The angst in her voice prompted Marcus to act. Lady Louise was terrified, and justifiably so. Which meant that Grasmere’s demands could go hang for all he cared. He’d be damned if he was going to stand idly by while Lady Louise suffered for one more second.
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      Louise’s heart hammered with frantic beats. She hated this - hated not knowing when the attempt to fix her sight would fail once more and hated the crippling lack of control she experienced when it did. Of course, she wouldn’t be this bad off if she’d spoken up when she’d lost her sight in the right eye again. But the mere thought of what would be done to her if she did had been enough to keep her from doing so. Now, like at the musicale three years earlier, she was more or less blind, and with an awful operation looming upon the horizon.

      She took a deep breath, tried to steady her nerves so she wouldn’t panic. Unraveling at a ball and making a spectacle of herself wouldn’t help her marital prospects. And what would Mr. Fairbanks think if he witnessed her making a fool of herself a second time?

      Oh God. She could just imagine how thrilled Lady Deidre would be if she learned what had happened.

      Instead of settling into a steadier rhythm, Louise’s heart skipped into a gallop. She gasped for air as cacophonous laughter and music closed in around her, overwhelming her senses. Her lungs burned until tears stung her eyes. 

      Why did this have to keep happening?

      She glanced around, desperately seeking a point of reference, an anchor for her to hold onto until Mr. Newdale returned with her parents. But all the lights, the reflections from the mirrored walls, and the people moving about collided to form a smear of indistinguishable shapes that made this effort impossible. She took one step to the right, toward the wall she knew must be there. Her hand reached out, seeking the solid surface. She took another small step. If memory served, it wasn’t more than a yard away.

      “Lady Louise,” a familiar voice murmured. “Allow me to help.”

      Before she could speak, her arm was caught in a steady grasp by the man she’d met on the terrace at Redding House one week earlier.

      “I’m not supposed to talk to you,” she told him even as relief swept through her. 

      “For good reason, though I think you might wish to make exception, given the situation.” He paused for a second, as if to gauge her reaction, then added, “If you’ll permit, I’d like to take you to a quiet sitting room where you can wait for further assistance in private.”

      Heavens, that sounded lovely. Louise nodded and allowed him to guide her. She might be defying her father’s wishes, but she’d deal with that later. For now, in this moment, she was thankful to receive some aid. It didn’t really matter who offered it. Of greater importance was that she could feel her anxiety ebb.

      “There’s a chair immediately behind you,” the stranger said once they’d walked for a while and the sounds from the ballroom had faded. “Lower yourself slowly.”

      Louise did as he suggested and puffed out a breath when her bottom connected with the seat. “Thank you.”

      “Think nothing of it.” He withdrew his hand from her arm, leaving a cool spot in its place. “I’m going to ask one of the footmen to fetch Lord Redding and to inform your parents of where to find you. It’ll only take a moment. Will you be all right here until I return?”

      “Yes. I believe so.” He began moving away from her. A thought struck. “You addressed me as Lady Louise before, and yet I have no idea who you are. Will you not do me the honor of letting me know to whom I’m indebted?”

      He paused long enough to convey indecision before he said, “You’re not indebted, my lady. As to your question pertaining to my identity, my name is Marcus Berkly. I am the Earl of Hedgewick’s son.”

      So he was the dishonored viscount. Her father’s concerns made sense now, yet Louise could not align herself with the notion that one man’s sins should be inherited by his descendants. According to her own experiences with Mr. Berkly, limited though they might be, he was a good man - a considerate man - deserving of respect and gratitude. 

      “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance,” she said. 

      “Likewise,” he said, immediately before leaving the room.

      When he returned, he brought the Duke of Redding with him.

      “Mr. Berkly tells me you’ve lost your eyesight,” the duke said. He crouched before Louise in a smudge of indistinct fuzziness. “A footman has been asked to notify your parents so they should join us shortly. But in the meantime, I’d like you to tell us about your symptoms.”

      “You think you might be able to help?” Louise knew the duke was considered a fine surgeon, though she’d not heard of him operating on eyes before.

      “Not me so much as Mr. Berkly, who specializes in correcting vision and curing blindness.”

      Stumped and intrigued, Louise considered this new information a moment before she said, “I’ve struggled with seeing my entire life. The doctors said I was born with cataracts on both eyes. They recommended couching when I was seven, and I’ve now had the procedure done twice more since the benefit does not seem to last.”

      “Although the procedure is a lot simpler and less controversial than taking the damaged lens out completely,” Mr. Berkly said, “I’ll agree it’s a temporary solution that often fails over time.”

      “Why is that?” Louise asked. The doctor her parents kept taking her back to had never explained it.

      “Because,” Mr. Berkly said, “the lens isn’t being removed. It’s just getting pushed aside, which gives it the chance to slip back into place at any given moment. It may take years before this happens, but I’ve come across the occasional patient for whom it happened within a few days. And yet couching still remains the most popular option when dealing with cataracts. Mostly because the other technique requires British practitioners to reject their school of thought in favor of one invented by the French. Or because they’ve lacked a steady hand. But the fact is cataract extraction is far more efficient since the effects are lasting.”

      “I’m curious, Lady Louise,” Redding said. “You mentioned having both your eyes couched.”

      “I did.”

      “Forgive me for saying this, but it strikes me as odd that you’d lose your vision in both of them at the same time, which is what appears to have happened in this case.”

      Louise cleared her throat. “That’s because I was only able to see from one eye. The right one.”

      “Explain that to me, if you will,” Mr. Berkly said.

      “My right eye was last couched when I was seventeen. I lost the vision in it during a musicale so my parents insisted I get it fixed. A few weeks ago, I lost the vision in my left, but since I’d no desire to undergo the painful procedure again, I hid it, and have since pretended everything was fine.”

      “Which it was,” Redding said, “until this evening.”

      Louise drew a deep breath. “You mentioned extracting the lens completely, Mr. Berkly. I’d like to know if—”

      “Louise. I heard what happened.” Her mother’s voice swept toward her and then the lady’s hands gripped hers. “Your father has sent for the carriage.”

      “It should be ready within five minutes,” Papa’s voice announced. His tone was harder as he said, “If I’m not mistaken, I specifically asked you to stay away from my daughter.”

      Louise winced as heat burned her cheeks. “Mr. Berkly is—”

      “Beneath your notice,” Papa clipped. “Madam, assist your daughter, please, so we may depart.”

      “Lord Grasmere,” Redding said, his voice conveying the soothing sort of calm he likely used on impossible patients, “Mr. Berkly is the finest oculist I know. His success rate with regard to cataract surgery is second to none, which is why the doctors at the Royal Infirmary for the Diseases of the Eye and at Moorfield's Eye Hospital refer their most challenging cases to him.”

      “Be that as it may,” Papa said in that tone he always used when he’d no interest in further discussion, “Mr. Berkly is not the sort of person anyone wishing to safeguard their reputation would want to associate with.”

      “You would sacrifice your daughter’s hope for perfect vision because of prejudice?” Mr. Berkly asked, his incredulity and offense so palpable it enhanced Louise’s chagrin.

      “Come, Louise.” Papa’s voice brooked no argument. “I’ll make an appointment with Doctor Pierson in the morning.”

      Mortified by her father’s treatment of Mr. Berkly after he’d been so kind to her, Louise muttered a soft apology to him. As her mother escorted her from the room, Louise murmured, “I wish Papa had been nicer.”

      “He only wants what’s best for you.”

      “I don’t think he knows what that is, Mama.” 

      “The most important thing now is for us to fix you as quickly as we can so you can get on with the season.”

      Louise wished she was brave enough, or disrespectful enough, to tell both her parents to go to the devil. But that wasn’t who she’d been raised to be.

      And yet, she could not stand the idea of having her eyes couched again. So as she settled into bed later that evening, she made her decision - she’d find a way out of it, at least until she’d learned more about the alternative option. 
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      Marcus wanted to hit something. Preferably Grasmere’s arrogant face. He’d not experienced such forceful anger since learning about his father’s crime. The man wanted to torture his daughter with a senseless procedure that wouldn’t work, by sticking a lancet in her eye whenever the need to do so arose.

      Granted, his own solution wasn’t pain free, though most of his patients had said it was tolerable. And on the plus side, the surgery – if successful – meant they’d never have to endure another cataract operation again. In his opinion, this did seem preferable to always looking forward to someone poking a needle around in your eye once again.

      “Redding tells me you’re in a snit,” Guthrie said when he called on Marcus two days later in his office at St. Agatha’s.

      Marcus tossed aside the book he’d been reading and stood to greet his brother-in-law. “I don’t understand stubborn people – least of all those who’d rather suffer, or make others do so, by turning their backs on progress. 1753—that is the year the French Academy of Surgery published Jacques Daviel’s report on the technique he’d developed for cataract extraction. Yet here we are, seventy-five years later, and there are still doctors and surgeons who swear by couching.”

      Guthrie crossed to a nearby cabinet where a decanter and glasses stood at the ready. He poured two glasses and handed one to Marcus. “For a man who rarely gets riled up over anything, you seem to be taking Grasmere’s decision to refuse your help pretty badly.”

      “The man’s an ass.”

      Guthrie grinned. “Can’t argue that. But it’s his daughter. His decision.”

      Marcus scrubbed his jaw and sighed as he sank back into his chair. He took a deep swallow of brandy and glanced at Guthrie, who’d propped one shoulder against a bookcase. “It ought to be hers. But she doesn’t strike me as someone who’ll go against her father’s will. She’s too nice, and she’ll let herself suffer for it.”

      “You like her,” Guthrie remarked with a smirk.

      “I barely know her.”

      “Hmm…” Guthrie pushed away from the bookcase and drank his brandy. He set the empty glass on Marcus’s desk. “If you want me to interfere I can probably—”

      “No. Thank you. I’m frustrated, that’s all, but I’m sure it will pass.”

      “Quickly, I hope, since your line of work does require an optimistic disposition. Being grumpy will not put your patients at ease.”

      “Of course not.” Redding had said something similar, but Lady Louise losing her eyesight and Grasmere’s subsequent response were still so fresh in his mind they’d been hard to shake. He had to pull himself together, for the sake of his patients. “My next appointment is in half an hour. I’ll take a brisk walk before then to clear my head and put this debacle behind me.”
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