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    To the composers of love songs, especiallly the medieval troubadours, whose lyrics are quoted in this story. Happy Holidays!


      

    

Chapter One

Grace Brewer disliked the odious chore of chopping wood, but hated the option of freezing to death.

She tossed her woolen cloak on the woodpile, scattering a dusting of snowflakes. With the long-handled ax in hand, she hoped this might be the last time she must split large chunks of wood into hearth-sized pieces.

Her white-haired father steadied her first victim on the chopping block, then shuffled back several paces out of harm’s way. Though she’d taken over the chore two years ago, her aim still suffered. One never knew where a shard of wood might fly.

Nay, she’d not miss this chore, nor the other back-straining tasks necessary to keep the Wayfarer Inn open. Still, after selling the inn, she’d miss the only home she’d ever known. ’Twas the best home Watt and Nelda Brewer, her aging parents, had known, too. Both loved the inn they’d purchased shortly after their marriage. Unfortunately, their only offspring didn’t possess the vigor to keep up with the work. Nor had she summoned the courage to tell her parents they must sell out, having decided they deserved a last Yuletide in their beloved inn before confronting the inevitable changes to come.

Grace swung the blade in a decent arc. The edge bit too far to the right. A shard shot toward her father, landing at his feet. With his good arm, he picked up the piece fit only for kindling and tossed it into a large basket.

“Your mother ready to go to the ovens yet?” he asked.

Grateful he rarely commented on her poor aim, Grace answered, “Not yet. She was kneading the dough when I came out.”

He nodded approval. “Good. We need extra victuals and heat for tonight. Storm coming up. Heavy snow brings guests. Mayhap tonight we will fill all the pallets above stairs.”

“Mayhap.” Though Grace echoed the sentiment, she knew better than to hope for such a miracle.

She trusted his prediction of snow: the ache in Watt Brewer’s knees rarely proved wrong. But she wouldn’t bet a copper on filling more than a pallet or two—not, she thought ruefully, that she had a spare coin to wager. Too few travelers stopped these days to sample the fare, quaff a mug of Nelda Brewer’s heady ale, or rest weary bones on an upstairs pallet.

Grace knew the lack of patrons was her fault. She simply wasn’t the son her parents should have had late in life—instead of the daughter they’d been given—to care for them in their old age. And not a pretty, sweet-tempered daughter, either, capable of attracting a hardworking, pleasantly disposed husband to take over the business.

She’d been betrothed once, to Rob, the youngest of the blacksmith’s sons, thinking him a decent choice until realizing he planned to spend his days in the taproom sampling the ale. When informed she expected him to work, he promptly broke the betrothal and ran off with the miller’s daughter. Grace knew it mean spirited, but she wished them the joy of each other.

She ignored the burn in her arms and sweat on her brow. From down the lane in the village square she heard the merry laughter of children at play. Countering the tykes’ laughter, angry geese honked in the butcher’s yard, making her heart ache. While she yearned to buy the plumpest goose for Christmas supper, Grace shook off the fanciful wish.

Only five days hence, the holiday would be a meager one. She and her parents would attend Mass, visit with the parish priest and the other villagers, then come home to bowls of thin stew and slices of brown bread and yellow cheese. Soon after the goat would need milking and the mule want feeding, and that most holy of days would succumb to the patter of any other day at the inn.

Her father bent over to pick up a piece of wood. Grace heard the unmistakable sound of ripping cloth. His breeches. This time not in the seam. She withheld a groan.

“Time to don your new breeches, Father.”

“Hellfire.” He rubbed at his bared rump where the cloth had given way. “I were saving them for when the weather turned cold.”

“’Tis cold enough. Go change.”

He gathered up what wood he could carry and grumbled all the way to the door of the taproom. Grace sighed and leaned the ax against the woodpile, her arms weary, her conscious burdened.

Sweet heaven, she loved her parents so very much, but no matter how hard or long she worked, she couldn’t keep up. Best for all to sell the inn and purchase a retirement for her parents from Glaxton Abbey. They’d be given a small but comfortable hut and the monks would see to their well-being.

As for herself, perhaps the new owner of the Wayfarer Inn would allow her to stay, serve ale and food in exchange for her pallet on the storeroom floor. If not, then she’d need to find work in another inn, hopefully in a nearby village or town.

“Hail, milady! Have you room for a very hungry, much misused traveler.”

Grace spun around to the question asked by a deep, rich male voice. A tall, inordinately handsome man led a magnificent but limping white horse across the inn’s yard. Out of habit, she assessed this would-be patron who sauntered toward her.

Wrapped against the weather in a knee-length beaver cloak, he held the reins with black leather riding gloves. Boots to match molded to his calves.

A man of means, she judged him, given the quality of both horse and garments. Not a knight, for he wore no chain mail or sword. Not a noble, for he traveled without escort.

He pushed back his hood, revealing shoulder-skimming hair of sable, a high brow and eyes of sparkling amber. His lush mouth curved upward in an enchanting smile. A charmer.

The warm stirring low in her belly brought her up short and made her frown. Over the years she’d dealt with her share of charmers, rebuffed their advances and managed to escape unscathed. Her father hadn’t been so fortunate. Grace quickly squelched the flash of guilt over the incident that robbed her father of full use of his right arm.

Or perhaps she wasn’t being fair. This man might prove of a chivalrous bent, possessed of courtly manners and generous with his coin. One could hope. Either way, she couldn’t afford to turn away a paying guest. Perhaps a plump goose for Christmas wasn’t beyond reach after all.

“Pallet and a meal costs tuppence.” She waved toward the stable. “Another copper to shelter and feed your horse.”

He stopped a mere pace before her. His smile faltered. “Ah, therein lies my problem. I have no coin.”

The sad state of her purse didn’t allow for charity.

“Glaxton Abbey is but two leagues east. The monks will grant you a night of hospitality.”

“For myself, I would continue on.” He reached down to rub at his horse’s leg. “Yseult’s injury will not suffer the strain of the walk, I fear. Mayhap we can agree on some other payment.”

Against her better judgement, she asked, “Such as?”

His smile returned with full force. He bowed low, with a courtly flourish. “I am Alaine, minstrel of some renown. Mayhap you have heard of me.”

“Nay.” Now she knew why he had no money. Minstrels wandered among the nobles’ grand manors and castles, entertaining lords and ladies for the price of a meal and pallet, earning only what coin an appreciative guest might toss his way. A frivolous way to make one’s way in the world. Though Alaine must not have done too badly. His horse would bring a fine price.

“Well, then, mayhap you have heard a ballad or two that I wrote. My music is much sung by other minstrels and courtiers.”

“Minstrels and courtiers do not often grace our taproom. I fear your renown has not reached our ears.”

He stepped forward and leaned toward her, too close, sending shivers down her spine to the tips of her toes. Sweet heaven, those eyes! Pure amber gems, enticing and mesmerizing, luring her into a sweet befuddlement she didn’t dare allow.

“Mayhap ’tis time you heard my songs,” he said. “What say I entertain you for my bed and bread this night, with tales of knights brave and ladies fair, and the kisses they steal in the moonlight? Truly, I am very skilled at chansons de geste.”

He thought to sing her love songs and steal a kiss, perhaps more, in the moonlight, did he? ’Twas galling Alaine thought her so easily swayed with the promise of a love song, and twice over annoying that she briefly considered the offer.

She needed money, not pretty songs.

“Unless your song has the power lure a goose into my soup pot, then I must decline.”

He gave a resigned sigh. “You turn me away then.”

“This is a business, not a charity.” To her own ears, she sounded a fishwife, but stood firm. Her parents’ needs came first, not those of a wandering minstrel, not even during a season of goodwill.

Alaine gave his horse a gentle pat. “Might I beg favor for Yseult? I promise to return for her, coin due in hand, after Twelfth Night.”

Grace thought to say nay, then changed her mind. Father wouldn’t mind caring for the horse, nor would the expense be great. And if Alaine didn’t return for the mare, she could sell it for a goodly sum of money.

“She may stay. Come, we will put her in a stall.”

At the gate, he reached for the latch, to find it broken. He took a long look around him and frowned his disapproval.

Grace hurriedly reassured him. “The building is sturdy, and I will fix the latch anon. Your horse will be safe with us.”

He didn’t look so much convinced as resigned. “Perhaps I might fix the latch before I leave.”

She wasn’t about to argue. “If you wish.”

Grace fetched a bucket of oats. Alaine led Yseult into the stall and removed his packs from the horse’s rump. She assumed one pack held his possessions. The other was oddly shaped, rousing her curiosity.

As if he heard her silent question, Alaine opened the pack and pulled out the most beautifully crafted lute she’d ever set eyes on.

“Shall I play you a song?”

Oh, ’twas tempting to listen to the lute’s lovely voice! But she had no time for frivolous pleasures.

“My thanks, but nay. You must be on your way and I have wood to chop.”

He removed his cloak, revealing a sapphire woolen tunic that draped lovingly from his broad shoulders. A belt of gold links cinched his trim waist. A fine figure of a man, was Alaine.

Grace didn’t want to know what his glittering belt was worth. A gift from a noblewoman, perhaps? She’d heard of how minstrels sometimes dedicated songs to wealthy women and were rewarded in return. Surely, no song was worth such a prize.

“A few moments more will not matter.” He removed his gloves to expose long-fingered hands, which he then wrapped around lute’s neck. “Just one song?”

She shouldn’t give in, but when he plucked at the strings to play a melody so soft and sweet, her resistance weakened. “A short song, perhaps?”

He smiled. “As milady wishes.”

The lute’s voice filled the stable; the bright melody lightened her heart. Then Alaine sang, his deep, clear voice a pleasing contrast to the lute’s lilt.

She didn’t understand the words. He sang in French, the language of noble courts and the songs of minstrels. Grace knew enough
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