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      When Burthred comes courting on Christmas Eve, Meg rejects his advances. She has her heart set on becoming a nun and insists that he call her Christina, the spiritual name she has chosen for herself. She tries to make him swear on her box of holy relics that he will not pursue her, but he carefully words his oath to allow him to stay in her candlelit chamber and try to change her mind.

      

      What Meg does not confess is that her reliquary box holds a secret.

      

      Burthred needs a wife, and no one will satisfy him except Meg. He swore on his father’s deathbed that he would marry her. But Burthred has a secret, too. When they come together before the Yule fire, their shared revelations will either join their hearts together or tear them apart.

      

      A Candlelight Courting is a 13,500 word short story.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      A Candlelight Courting was inspired by an incident in the life of Christina of Markyate, the twelfth century founder and first prioress of Markyate Priory in Bedfordshire, England. Christina, whose birth name was Theodora, was betrothed to a man named Burthred before becoming a nun. While I have kept the names of Burthred and Christina for A Candlelight Courting, all other elements of this story are completely fictional.
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        England 1168 ~ Norgate Castle

      

      

      Christina ran her thumb over the third smooth bead and repeated another Ave. Her parents had taken away her devotional table, with its carved crucifix and kneeling bench and a rest support for her arms while she repeated her rosary. They thought they had taken her rosary, too, but she had hidden a second one under her mattress.

      “Hail Mary, full of grace ... ”

      Her chamber’s floor chafed her knees through her woolen skirts. Her parents had removed her prayer pillow, too. She should have thought to dispose of that comfort herself. The austerity her father viewed as punishment only prepared her for her chosen future. She had blessed him for the reminder and promptly blown out her candles and doused the coals in her brazier, as well. Her teeth chattered against the chill air that seeped through her gown’s coarse fabric, but she pressed doggedly on with her prayer.

      “ ... blessed art thou among women ... ”

      Her voice pitched higher and louder as the strains of the music swelled from the great hall of Norgate Castle below stairs, until her determination to drown out the competing noise nearly left her shouting. Why were they not singing solemn hymns on this holy night, instead of dancing like heathens? She had been compelled to attend enough of her father’s Christmas feasts through the years to recognize the driving beat that thrummed the timbers of the floor as one of the lively carole dances Sir Alun was partial to.

      She imagined her father roaring in his deep bass voice, “The holly and the ivy,” as his heavy body lumbered around in an otherwise lightly skipping circle that included her mother and uncles and aunts and cousins and more meddlesome neighbors than she cared to number. “The rising of the sun, the running of the deer,” they would sing in their turn in united refrain. When her uncle the abbot reproved them, they would widen their eyes and innocently deny the words held any pagan meanings, but rather a mystical symbolism so wise a priest as he could surely discern.

      He had frowned at them for eighteen years, but this was the year she would prove his strictures had fallen on one pair of listening ears.

      Her thumb moved to another bead. “Hail Mary, full of grace ... ”

      She wondered if God objected to being bellowed at on Christmas Eve. Or to grumbling stomachs that rumbled a low counterpoint to prayer.

      Between the music, her determination to ignore her hunger, and her vociferous invocation, she did not hear the tread of footsteps outside her door. A sudden blast of pipe and drum warned her too late that someone had flung open the door. She sprang up from her knees and tucked her hands with the betraying rosary behind her back, thankful for the protective gloom that hid her motion. She wondered if she could cast herself onto her bed in pretended slumber before the intruder saw.

      “Don’t think you can fool me with this darkness,” her father bellowed. “I heard you screeching through the door, so I know you’re not asleep.”

      This time she heard the footfall that accompanied these words, followed by a thud and a howl. She had left her velvet-cushioned sitting stool just inside the threshold. On a celebratory night like this, Sir Alun would be wearing soft soled slippers, the sort that provided little protection against stubbed toes. With a curse, the hulking shadow that was her father swooped down and up again. Christina dodged just in time to avoid being struck as the stool sailed over her head and crashed with a great, splintering bang against the wall behind her bed.

      “Devil take you, you contrary wench. If this were any other night of the year and your uncle not standing downstairs—”

      It was nearly as dark outside the open doorway as it was inside her chamber, so she felt rather than saw the fist that checked just short of her nose. Christina flinched away. The one thing her father had never done yet was to strike her. But he had never thrown a stool over her head before, either.

      “Light a candle,” Sir Alun snapped, “and do what you came to do. I cannot explain away a bruised face to her uncle the abbot, but even he will understand the unsteadiness of women and the hot blood of youth. I’ll have a meek, obedient daughter for Christmas Day.”

      He left as abruptly as he had arrived, his shadow vanishing behind the slammed door.

      The sound reverberated in her ears as she struggled to calm her breathing. She had always known her father’s patience must reach an end. If she could only speak to her uncle and convince him that her decision was irrevocable, the stern abbot would surely find a way to make possible this yearning that burned in her like a fever. She had thought to prove her resolve to him by shutting herself away from the Yule festivities that had set her eyes aglow as a child. Instead of partaking of the wassail cup and bread flavored with that divine, expensive spice called ginger that her father paid a merchant for but once a year, she had fasted on nothing but water and humdrum brown bread for a fortnight. But she belatedly realized should not have shut herself away in her bedchamber while she did so, for now she could not even speak to her uncle, and he would be gone the day after Christmas.

      Unless ... Had her father locked the door? She had not heard the distinctive click. She took a step forward to test the latch, then froze, the hairs prickling along the back of her neck. A sky heavy for weeks with snow clouds blocked even a faint glimmer of the stars or moon from filtering through the wooden shutters into her chamber. Even so, she could have found her way to the door with her eyes closed, but she felt her lids instead straining wide. She thought she heard a soft intake of breath. A breath that had not come from her lungs.

      “Who’s there?” Her voice came out in a terrified strangle.

      A rustling sound, followed by a distinct clearing of a throat, and then, “My lady—”

      The gruff male voice topped off her panic. Christina stumbled back against her bed and screamed like a madwoman.

      “Meg, don’t. It’s just me, Burthred.”

      Just Burthred?

      “Wh-what are you doing in my chamber? Why did my father—”

      Oh, Saints, there could be only one reason he was here. She groped in the darkness and found one of the severed legs of the stool where it had fallen atop her bed. She clutched it up and waved it in front of her in warning.

      “Don’t you come near me.”

      “There’s precious little chance of that, since I can’t see you. Light a candle and we’ll talk.”

      “There is nothing to talk about. I will not marry you and if I hear so much as a footfall, I will crack you over the head.”

      “With what?” He sounded wary now.

      She hesitated. “With an iron poker.”

      “You were expecting me, then?”

      She heard the astonishment in his voice. He must know that her father could not afford to build a fireplace in her bedchamber, so why would she have a poker? Well, let him think the worst. Perhaps it would frighten him away.

      “Yes. It is exactly the sort of wicked trick my father would play to force me to his will.”

      Actually, this was the one ploy it had never entered her mind that Sir Alun might try, but with the death of Burthred’s father and his succession to the barony, Burthred had abandoned his long apathy towards marriage and begun an urgent pursuit of a wife. Christina, however, having eighteen years of neglect to choose another future for herself, had repeatedly refused to see him when he had abruptly come courting her. Like her father, Burthred must have become desperate when he heard that her uncle the abbot was celebrating Christmas in her father’s hall. What else could explain his villainous presence in her chamber?

      She wished the stick in her hand really was made of iron instead of mere wood.

      “If you try to touch me, it will be a sacrilege,” she said. “I have dedicated myself to the Holy Church. You risk the punishment of Heaven by assaulting me like this.”

      “I haven’t assaulted you. I can’t even see you. And I heard the abbot reproaching your father for not letting you take the vows, so I know you’re not dedicated to anyone yet.”

      “I have dedicated myself in my heart. So just turn around and go back to the hall.”

      A moment of silence pulsed by, but she heard no move to indicate obedience or defiance.

      “I can’t go back
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