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Outside the air was a frigid cold, but the ground was still untouched by snow. Catherine Powell, the Dowager Duchess of Ashford, pursed her lips as she stared at the dirty London streets outside her window. She had hoped for a proper British holiday, but that would include the soft flurries swirling in the air. Without it, she felt a bit let down. 

A carriage pulled up outside and she could see a cloaked male figure, followed by another female one. From her upstairs bedroom, she couldn’t tell which of her sons and his wife it could be. Her feet felt lighter than they had in ages as she rushed downstairs to greet them. 

“Christian!” she exclaimed as one of her younger sons removed his hat. 

It was difficult for most people to tell the difference between him and his twin brother, Clayton, but a mother always knew. Although both of them had sandy blond hair and those dark blue eyes, the difference was in the tilt of their smiles. One went to the left, while the other went to the right. Even though they had both started wearing beards, she could still tell them apart. 

“Sorry we are late,” her son said, handing the rest of his things to the footman. “An old friend stopped by just as we were leaving. I hope you don’t mind that Captain Marks joins us for dinner?”

Catherine struggled to maintain a calm expression, even though she could feel her cheeks growing warmer. Abraham Marks was a ghost from her past who had turned into her son’s guardian angel. When Christian had been lost at sea, the good captain had saved him, not knowing who he was, and had returned him to his family a couple of years ago. 

“I know you said you wanted it to be just the family, but he is only in town for a short time, and I couldn’t stand the thought of him being alone over Christmas.” 

“Of course! I owe the man a great deal for seeing you safely home,” Catherine said, “That makes him family in my opinion.” 

As Christian’s wife, Trudy turned around, Catherine could see how much her stomach was beginning to grow. The sight almost brought tears to her eyes. A few years ago, she never would have thought she would be spending the holidays with her family, including grandchildren. Now they were about to welcome the fourth grandchild into the family. 

“Are we the first to arrive today?” One of Trudy’s eyebrows went up. 

“Yes, it seems none of my sons know how to be properly on time.” 

Catherine had three sons, each different in their own way but still so similar to one another. They took after her so much, with the blond hair and blue eyes. Catherine had been considered a beauty in her youth and all of them were quite handsome. She was always pleased when she heard good things about them whispered among her friends. 

“I’m just glad that they will all be together under one roof for the first time in years,” Catherine said. “Clayton arrived in London yesterday, with both his wife Rory and sweet little Angelica. They should be here any moment.” 

Christian’s twin brother had decided to remain in Africa, where he had built a successful contracting business building houses for wealthy British subjects living abroad. He had ended up there after both of the twins were kidnapped and separated at sea. That was when Captain Marks had found Christian, who had had no memory of who he was. Now both of the twins would be spending Christmastime with their family. 

Shortly after, Thomas Powell, the oldest son and the current Duke of Ashford, descended the main stairs with his wife Eloisa assisting him. Thomas had suffered a riding accident that had robbed him of his sight but blessed him with a sense of humility he never had before.

They had two little ones asleep upstairs in the nursery. Catherine had been so happy when they had invited her to continue living with them in the family home, instead of moving into a separate house. She enjoyed being close to them and the grandchildren. Plus, she had a fondness for this house and the memories it held. 

“Why don’t you gather everyone in the parlor?” Catherine suggested, “Dinner will be ready shortly, but everyone can relax until then.” 

Thomas was so tall and broad, whereas the twins were shorter and thicker built. That might have had something to do with having been forced into manual labor during the years they were missing. Her chest still hurt when she thought about how long the twins were gone. Thomas had led a very privileged life, although it had been far from perfect. People sometimes thought that his accident was why he had married such a plain-looking woman, when he was so devastatingly handsome. Catherine knew the truth though, that it had been Eloisa’s ability to see past her son’s appearance, to help him become a better man inside that had created their love. 

Catherine heard the sound of the footman answering the door, and her heart leaped in her chest. Heavy boots echoed on the floor and a gruff voice of introduction was heard. She knew it must be him. 

“Captain Marks, so glad you made it.” 

Christian was the first to step forward and greet the only non-family member in the room. His twin and their older brother quickly followed him. All the wives were greeted one at a time as well. That left only her, to be last. As Catherine stepped towards him, she could feel herself holding her breath, wondering if he felt the same way she did. 

Abraham Marks had been the middle son of a decorated Navy commander who had been a friend of her father’s. His older brother had followed suit, while the youngest married young and went into trade. Abraham had decided to do a little of both, becoming a sailor for a prominent shipping company that worked around the world as soon as he was old enough. Then he had managed to work his way up to captain, eventually purchasing his own ship. Catherine had followed what little information she could over the years, from first his family and then the occasional note in the papers. When it turned out that he had found and returned Christian from a life at sea, she had learned a lot from her own son’s knowledge of the man. Christian never knew that Catherine had a past with the man. 

As Captain Marks stepped between the other family members, to where Catherine stood waiting, she couldn’t help but notice the changes in him. He had been a young man, barely two and twenty the last time they had seen each other. That had been more than thirty years ago. She had been five years younger than him, so she knew she too, had changed. No longer the youthful, wide-eyed children they once were. Now they met each other as weathered adults, who had grown in years and wisdom. 

“Lady Ashford,” said Abe, extending his hand to her, then bowing before her.

As he straightened, she noticed that he was just as tall as she remembered, although broader in his frame. His face was more weathered by the sea, with wrinkles in the corners of his blue eyes. He wore a shortly-trimmed beard, whereas he had always been clean-shaven when they were younger. For a moment, she lost her thoughts and had to remember her manners. 

“I’m so glad you could join us,” she replied, giving him a curtsey. 

She watched his expression, wondering if he even remembered her. It had been so long ago that they had known each other. The memories were etched in her mind, but he had led a life of adventure since then. No doubt his memories held no room for the debutante she had been back then. A few weeks together before her first season had seemed to mean so much to her, but he was a grown man now who had better things to reminisce about. 

“I couldn’t say how happy I was to be invited, when Christian said his whole family would be here. He speaks of you all so often, I feel as if I already know you.”

She thought she saw a slight twinkle in his eye and wondered if he meant more than he said. Then the look was gone, and she doubted having seen it at all. 

Before dinner they all gathered in the parlor. Catherine made sure that she kept a bit of distance between her and the captain but couldn’t help her gaze from finding him in the room. She watched while he talked to Christian and his twin brother. He looked so at ease with them. It made her chest ache with how endearing it was. Meanwhile, she was talking to the wives about the holiday plans. They had decided to host a ball on the day before Christmas to celebrate the rare chance to all be together. 

“My husband even invited Alex and his wife,” said Eloisa, catching Catherine’s attention. “He thinks it will help take her mind off certain things.”

The viscount and his wife had been married for a couple of years now and still hadn’t been blessed with any children. Catherine knew how hard it could be on a woman when those things didn’t come easily. Even though she had never had such problems herself. 

“Alex has always been such a good friend to Thomas,” Catherine commented. “I do hope things turn around for them.” 

Thomas had been wild in his younger years, before the loss of his sight and making the brilliant decision to marry Eloisa. During that time, Alex had bailed him out of a number of scrapes. Some saw the viscount’s marriage to the daughter of a gambling hell’s owner as a step down, but anyone who saw the two of them together knew what a perfect pair they made. Catherine was looking forward to seeing them again. 

“Is his sister also going to be here?” Catherine asked. 

“Yes, Daphne wrote me to inform us that she would be here with her husband and daughter.”

Daphne had married up, to a Duke who had been widowed. She loved
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