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Love at First Step

	When Gavin MacLeod visited his English friends at Silloth Keep for the Christmas holidays, he is drawn to the intrigue surrounding a woman, a harlot, who arrived without any explanation other than her trade. But in trying to learn her secrets, he begins to fall in love with a young woman who is kind and intelligent and in need of a hero.

	Elizabeth was sold to a brothel by a greedy husband trying to rid himself of a barren wife. Seeking only a place where she can survive, she never dreams that she might find a new life—and a new love—when a Scottish warrior comes to visit.
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Dear Reader,

	I have always been fascinated by the different ways in which the holidays were celebrated throughout history, and I especially like the Scottish custom of “First Footing.” It began in medieval times, and it was said that the first person through your door on the first night of the New Year (Hogmanay) determined your luck and prosperity in the coming year. It was said to have begun as far back as the Viking raids on Scotland, so a tall blond man was not the person you hoped to see that night!

	The hero and heroine of my story could both use a bit of good luck in their lives. But what will happen if the man Elizabeth loves is an older, stubborn, red-haired Scottish warrior and not the dark-haired young man needed to bring her luck? Can love prevail and grant them their wishes?

	I wish you and yours a happy holiday season and I hope that your first-footer brings your household much health and prosperity in the New Year!

	Terri
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	This story is dedicated to my sons, Matthew, Andrew and Michael, who are all dark-haired heroes in the making and who give me joy in the holiday season and throughout the year. I love you all!

	[image: Image]

	 


Chapter One

	“Let me send her to you this night.”

	“Are these shorter days making you daft, man?”

	Gavin MacLeod glared at his host, lifted the goblet to his mouth and swallowed deeply. The heather ale slid smoothly over his tongue and kept his other retorts quiet. He needed no help in finding a woman to bed, if ’twas his wont to do so.

	He’d been visiting Orrick of Silloth at the time of the winter solstice for years and did not remember Orrick ever expressing an interest in or notice of any of the women villeins or servants before this. Of course this was his first time here since Gavin’s wife’s death, so mayhap Orrick felt more at ease discussing women with him now. Or was it the festive season approaching that put him more in the mind to bring up the subject?

	“Look you there, Gavin. She is a whore as much as I am king of England,” Orrick said, under his breath.

	“Are you my procurer as well as my foster brother?”

	Gavin did watch the woman now. How could he not? Orrick’s words forced his attention to her form and he noticed the attributes of most any woman were enhanced on her. Full, lush breasts, narrow waist and flaring hips, and long legs declared her attractive appearance. But instead of displaying them in an inviting way as a woman who made her living on her back usually did, this one hid them beneath a serviceable gown and veil and an almost modest demeanor.

	“You are her lord, Orrick. Know you not how she makes her living?”

	Orrick grunted and took a mouthful from his own goblet. For a few minutes Gavin observed this woman as she served the lower tables. She wore a ready smile on her face and spoke softly to all she served. No blatant enticement of the men was apparent in her manner and no hostility came in answer from any of the women at table. Orrick truly ran his lands and demesne differently than most English lords.

	“I know how she makes a living, brother. I do not know how she came to be in that living.”

	Orrick’s words surprised him. Orrick had a way of getting at the truth and yet this woman had kept her past a secret from him. Surprising. Intriguing. Something within him stirred for the first time in a very long time.

	Curiosity.

	He pushed himself into the tall-back chair on which he sat and studied her. He guessed she had about a score-and-five years. He noticed that she looked to have all of her teeth when she smiled and that her skin was clear of pox or blemish. Her back was straight as she stood; no deformity showed itself. Not the usual village harlot.

	“Does it matter why she does it, Orrick? Is she causing trouble for you?”

	Orrick leaned closer so his words would not be heard, most likely by Margaret, his wife, who sat on his other side. “I find an unanswered question unacceptable. Who knows what trouble she might bring if someone comes seeking her?”

	Gavin felt the tug of a puppeteer’s strings. He recognized his foster brother’s machinations for what they were and decided that he could play at it, as well.

	“Then throw her out, as is your right as lord of these lands.”

	The grimace and dark glare told Gavin the truth. She had stymied Orrick’s quest for her story, but he would never rid his lands of even one helpless soul who lacked sanctuary. And especially not as the feast of Our Lord’s Birth and the celebration of the new year approached. ’Twas ever his weakness. Gavin laughed at Orrick’s plight.

	“Although you are wrong in your assessment of me and in your attempts to manipulate me, I will take pity on your plight and discover the information you seek about your village whore.” He nodded in the woman’s direction as he spoke and nearly missed the painful look that crossed Orrick’s face. Nearly.

	Did Orrick have some personal interest in this woman? He thought not, but what else could explain his behavior. Gavin tilted forward to check on Margaret’s attention and found her in an animated conversation with the woman at her side. Now was as good a time as any to ask his question.

	“Do you want her for your leman? Is that the object of all this?”

	“Leman?” Orrick asked, choking on the word.

	“Aye. I can find out if she is married or if there is another obstacle in your way, if ’tis your wont to claim her as your leman.”

	This was not such an unusual thing among nobles, but something did not feel right to him. He never would have believed that Orrick would take another to his bed while married to Margaret. It had been much too long between his visits if things between them had changed this much.

	“I want no other woman but my Margaret, you thick-skulled arse,” Orrick whispered furiously to him. “This is about a friend helping a friend in a task. I thought it would give you something to do while you visit with us until the new year arrives. That is all.”

	Relief flooded him that he would not be involved in deceiving Orrick’s wife. She could be formidable in her fury and he did not want to be the one receiving such attention. And he was glad in his heart that Orrick was still as faithful to his Margaret as he had been to his wife Nessa while she lived.

	“Fine, then. Send her to me and I will discover her secrets for you.”

	“Be discreet.” Orrick whispered the warning. “The needs of a guest cannot be ignored, but even in these long, dark days of winter Margaret cares not for whoring in her keep.”

	“Do not get me in trouble with your wife, Orrick. And do not get the woman—” he nodded toward their quarry “—in trouble with the lady for your curiosity.”

	Orrick waved off his concerns. “She will be sent to your chambers to assist you in your bath. Even Margaret will accept that. What happens from there is between you and her,” Orrick said, nodding in the same direction.

	Gavin sat back and took another mouthful of ale from his cup, all the time watching the graceful movements of the woman under discussion.

	“Her name? You never did tell me her name, Orrick.”

	“Elizabeth.”

	Elizabeth. It was high-sounding for a whore, but it fit her graceful ways and demeanor. Her customers probably called her “Lizzie” or “Betsy,” a name more suited for a woman on her back.

	Elizabeth.
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	There! He was eyeing her again. Elizabeth watched out of the corner of her eye as Lord Orrick’s friend gazed intently at her. She purposely walked to the farthest end of the rows of tables to see if he turned his look upon someone else. He did not.

	Nervousness bubbled up within her as she tried to ignore what his attention meant. Although Lady Margaret forbade her from plying her trade in the hall or keep, fulfilling the needs of an honored guest was expected. And one so high in the esteem of the lord would have every whim satisfied by anyone within the lands of Orrick.

	She had done it before with others and would do it again, but she felt the uncertainty growing inside. Like some untried girl. She smiled at the miller’s son as she filled his cup with ale and tried to ignore the lord’s guest. Of course, with his size and his position next to Orrick at the high table it was nigh to impossible to do that. So Elizabeth decided to meet his challenge directly and raised her eyes to meet his.

	His frown, even from this distance, was apparent. Had she done something to displease him already? She continued to look at him and was surprised to see the edges of his mouth begin to curl up in a smile. He was not nearly so fearsome when he smiled.

	A shiver moved up her spine and she was certain that he had been discussing her with Lord Orrick. To what end? This man traveled alone, without even a squire or page or man-at-arms for his protection. The cook told her that Lord Gavin visited Lord Orrick each year at this time and usually stayed through the solstice and new year festivities before returning to his lands in Scotland.

	Did he want her as a whore? Probably. She was able to recognize the intensity in his gaze as that of desire. She admitted to herself that she was not a good and practiced harlot. This was still somewhat new to her and she was still learning the art of enticing customers and recognizing what their looks meant. One day she would be better at this.

	One day.

	She sighed and turned her attentions back to the task she was carrying out now. The people here were kind to her, even the men who frequented her cottage were never rough or disrespectful to her in their actions or in the height of their passionate attentions. For that she was grateful. For many things she was grateful—especially for the day she had wandered into this village and into the demesne of Lord Orrick of Silloth. He had offered her a place and saved her life that day. If she needed to lie with his friends to pay back her debt to him, she would without complaint.

	Lord Orrick’s friend stood and nodded at him and took leave of Lady Margaret, as well. He was tall, taller than the lord, who stood at least four inches past six feet. It must be his Scots blood, for she had heard he was from the barbaric Highlands where the men were giants and known for their fierceness. In her thoughts she could see him swinging a massive sword in battle against his enemies. She shivered again, thankful that other than a glance in her direction, she would have nothing else to do with him.

	When her jug of ale was empty, Elizabeth returned to the pantry to fill it again. Rounding the wooden partition that separated it from the rest of the hall, she found herself face-to-face with the man who had just filled her thoughts. She had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes at this closeness. His eyes, as dark a blue as she had ever seen, met hers and her mouth went dry.

	She could not turn her eyes away as he smiled at her. The rugged angles of his face, the life-roughened expression in his eyes and his overwhelming size took her breath away. The jug tumbled from her grasp and landed with a thud on the floor at her feet. The steward’s voice pierced her confused state as she stood staring into the Scot’s icy-blue eyes.

	“Lord Orrick wishes you to tend to his guest now, Elizabeth. Someone else will serve the ale.”

	Blinking, she looked at the steward and waited for his words to make sense. Before she could react, the man stepped back, leaned down and picked up the empty jug from the floor. Holding it out to the steward, he never moved his gaze from hers. Heat built within her and her stomach began to tighten.

	“My thanks, Lord Gavin. Your bath will be ready in your chambers anon. Elizabeth? See to it now.”

	The orders of the steward broke her reverie. Lowering her head, she curtsied to the steward and to Lord Gavin.

	“Yes, my lord.”

	She turned to go to the kitchens to arrange for the hot water needed for a bath. He would need the largest of their wooden tubs if there was any chance of him fitting those legs in it. Focusing her thoughts on the items needed kept her from thinking about what else this summons meant, what came after the bathing was done. When he was clean and relaxed from the heat of the water. When he was still naked.

	She shuddered, part in fear and part in anticipation of what the night would hold for her. There was something different about this man and this service. Elizabeth feared not what would happen in the joining of their bodies, but what he might do to the heart she kept hidden so well. And she did not know why he felt like such a threat to her.
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