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Of all the houses in London, he plagued hers. Well, not hers exactly. Anna Hudson swept the lock of hair away from her face. It escaped her cap once more, coaxing a frustrated sigh from her lips. She carefully removed the delicate china from the hutch and wiped every piece meticulously. 

Her gaze shifted to the doorway where Bates lingered, giving instruction to the messenger who had just arrived with a missive for the master of the house. His strong profile and pristine demeanor enhanced the impeccable image of the perfect butler. The graying hair at his temples belied his age. It lay swept in a polished style. His cheeks were smooth from a fresh shave, and his eyes sharp as a hawk’s as they narrowed in concentration.

He turned so quickly it caught her by surprise. Their eyes met, making Anna’s breath catch. She offered a hesitant nod and a stiff smile before returning to her duties. Her heart pounded at the unexpected surge of desire. She chastised herself for staring.

When her adoptive mother, Agatha, passed away, Anna went into service. She trained to be both a house and a lady’s maid. During the previous two years of her employment as a maid in Lord Winterbourne’s house, Bates treated her with fairness and understanding. He offered her nothing more than simple friendly and instructional guidance. Anna pushed away the guilt which consumed her at the attraction that rose unbidden upon his presence.

Her life could have been worse. Orphaned at four years of age, she had been fortunate to find a loving home which led her to a stable position in a respectable house. Agatha treated her as though she were her own flesh and blood. It would be foolish for her to jeopardize her place over something as ridiculous as a childish infatuation.

She returned her mind to her duties and set the serving platter back on the shelf. His lordship expected his house to be orderly and fit for guests at any moment, even though he rarely entertained anyone other than his two close friends. He never bowed to society’s dictates, only his own. 

Lord Winterbourne had proven himself to be a good man, albeit rough in his interactions. People thought him callous and cold. Even she had believed him to be so when her former mistress and his sister, Lady Katherine, pleaded for help to escape her commanding brother. Yet, she often saw how delicately he treated his sister. Anna smiled at the memory of her mistress, but quickly sobered when she noted movement from the corner of her eye. 

“Does something amuse you?” Bates asked. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, watching her with little humor. 

“No, sir,” she replied turning away. Her face heated under his scrutiny. She withdrew another dish from the cupboard. 

“I know it has been difficult for you to adapt to your position since Lady Katherine’s disappearance.” He cleared his throat. “It has been difficult for all of us. I fully expect you will remember and adhere to the rules established in this house.” 

“Yes, sir.” Anna bobbed a small curtsy before meeting his gaze. Heat coursed through her body, warming deep into the pit of her stomach. Bates had been the butler for the Earl of Winterbourne for fifteen years. His status in the house went unquestioned, as did his loyalty.

He stole a glance at her mouth before pressing his lips in a thin line. “Once you have finished with these dishes, please ensure the linens are changed on every bed.” 

“As you wish, sir.” Anna licked her lips, afraid she would say something to incur his ire. 

Bates’ frown deepened. Lately, it appeared all she had to do was speak to him and his mood darkened. 

“Please fix your hair as well,” he said stiffly. “I shall not have one of my staff looking like they just climbed from their bed.” He turned and walked away without another word. 

Anna sighed. When she had first started working as a maid, Bates treated her with kindness and led her with firm yet gentle guidance. Since Lady Katherine’s disappearance, his demeanor shifted. Anna believed she could do nothing without Bates chastising her for it. 

She finished polishing the last of the china and climbed the stairs to the second floor. While changing the linens in Lady Katherine’s bedchamber, her mind wandered. Lady Katherine might have been her mistress, but she had also been her close friend. Guilt seeped into her consciousness. Perhaps she had gone beyond what a servant should when she offered her aid. The memory of Lady Katherine’s tearful plea still echoed in her head.

Shaking the thoughts from her mind, Anna resumed her task. She quickly finished the other two rooms before retreating to the last bedchamber. She hummed to herself as she stripped the linens off the bed in Lord Winterbourne’s private quarters. 

How could she convince Bates to cease treating her like a child? At nineteen, she was a competent woman with desires of her own. 

She tucked the linens into place. 

Could he not see her as such? Would he always regard her the way a father would a daughter? Her conscience warred with her attraction to Bates. 

With a heavy sigh, Anna fluffed the pillows and laid them neatly against the headboard. 

“Have you finished here?” 

A stern voice shattered her silent work. She turned to find Lord Winterbourne in the doorway.

“Yes, my lord.” She curtsied and backed away from the bed.

“That will be all.”

She dropped into a small curtsy before leaving his chamber. His gaze followed her for a moment before he closed the door. His demeanor bespoke his confidence and status. Anna learned quickly to follow instruction without hesitation lest it land her in the street. 

With renewed determination, she descended the servant’s staircase to the kitchen. Perhaps she could find some work with Cook who seemed to enjoy her company. Anna enjoyed spending time in the kitchen, even though she did not have to do so.

The scent of bread baking and the savory aroma of sauce simmering on the stove wrapped a blanket of comfort around her. She slipped into the kitchen and inhaled deeply, closing her eyes. It reminded her of her childhood baking with Agatha. Memories like these made her wish she could remember her birth parents.

When she opened her eyes, Anna sighed with appreciation. She noticed Bates standing in the corner with Cook watching her, his gaze narrowed. 

Embarrassment burned through her. She quickly busied herself with the dishes, ignoring the presence of the man who stirred her so easily. 

“Anna,” Cook called out. “Would you mind helping me roll out these pies?”

With a smile, she turned expecting to see Bates. Disappointment settled in her stomach when she realized he had already left the room. She pushed it away and focused on her task. The pies would not make themselves, and Bates would return. He always did.

***
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Bates removed the watch from his pocket. A gift from the late Lord Winterbourne. He opened the clasp revealing a simple, yet elegant watch face with silver cogs and delicate hands. Nearly noon. 

Lord Winterbourne had returned from his meeting, retrieved the note the messenger had delivered, and retired to his quarters. 

He knew better than to disturb his lordship. Lord Winterbourne would inform him of his needs should they arise. Bates’ duties were to ensure the household and the staff worked efficiently and effectively. Fifteen years had provided him with enough confidence to ensure it was the one task he could complete with precision.

The Reddington household was far from traditional. Bates served as the head of the staff, since they had not employed a housekeeper since Lord Winterbourne’s father’s death. Since then, they maintained a minimal number of servants at his lordship’s request. Fewer ears and eyes prying into his affairs, he claimed. Bates could not blame him. Many servants were often quite liberal with information provided the proper incentive. However, Bates ensured the servants employed in Lord Winterbourne’s house were loyal and trustworthy.

Every member of staff treated Bates with equal amounts of respect and fear. They knew better than to step out of line, knowing such disrespect would not be tolerated. Bates prided himself on his years of dutiful service and attention to detail.

He paused next to the mirror in the foyer and inspected himself. Not a hair out of place, he noted. The crisp lines of his suit lay perfectly against his body. His reflection caused him to frown in confusion.

And yet, he could not put Anna from his mind. 

When he had caught her staring earlier, he worried there might be something wrong with his appearance. Her wandering mind never seemed to affect her work, and yet he caught her starry gaze lingering longer than necessary several times over the last few months. 

Desire churned deep in his gut. He braced his hand on the wall and inhaled sharply. It took all of his effort to show restraint. His reckless behavior once cost him dearly. Years passed before the guilt faded into a dull pestering reminder. Had he realized what havoc young Anna would have on his self-control, on his desires, then he would have found her another suitable and secure post. 

Bates dropped his hands to his sides, clenching them into fists three times before relaxing. He ensured his expression betrayed not a hint of his inappropriate longings or regret. His image revealed only the perfectly composed butler Lord Winterbourne expected at all times. 

He straightened at the sound of footsteps descending the stairs. Shoving his thoughts aside, Bates turned to greet Lord Winterbourne at the foot of the staircase. 

“Bates, I shall take my leave once Mr. Oh deems to grace me with his presence.” Friendly sarcasm laced his words. “I believe we have a lead in discovering Lady Katherine’s location. Finally.”

“I am relieved to hear that, my lord,” Bates replied. He gestured to the study. “Would you care for a drink or some light fare before you take your leave?”

Lord Winterbourne tucked a telegram into his vest pocket. “I have not the time. Mr. Oh shall be here any moment.” 

Bates nodded and retrieved his master’s warm wool overcoat, hat, and gloves. “When shall I expect your return, my lord?”

“Tomorrow.” Lord Winterbourne shrugged the garment over his shoulders. “The day after, at the very latest. I shall send a telegram should I be delayed.”

A knock at the door interrupted them. Bates passed the hat and gloves to Lord Winterbourne before attending the caller. 

Mister Simon Oh, the Lord of Devil’s Acre, greeted him with a nod. Bates had grown quite accustomed to the man’s penchant for silence. Mr. Oh stepped inside, revealing a second man, Detective Monty Kilgrave of Scotland Yard. The detective grunted a half-hearted greeting that disappeared on the wind before he entered the house. 

Bates closed the door behind the gentlemen. “May I fetch anything for you before your journey?”

Mr. Oh and Detective Kilgrave both glanced at Bates. Lord Winterbourne replied for all of them. “No, thank you, Bates. I believe we have everything we need.” His pointed look at Mr. Oh and Detective Kilgrave spoke volumes.

“Then I wish you every success in your quest.” Bates bowed and fetched the door open once more.

The unusual trio of friends left the spacious townhouse single file. Bates stared after them, wondering if they would finally succeed. He firmly latched the door, and a small measure of relief came over him. 

Soon she would be home. He regretted only that it took so long for it to come to pass. It had never occurred to him that Lady Katherine would actually be adept at hiding herself away. He smiled to himself at her resourcefulness in hiding from her brother. She certainly took the challenge to heart.
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