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Lady Calloway

A Question of Heresy

Chapter 1
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In a country that’s not quite England, and a town which just misses being London, in a reality similar, and yet so different, from our own, Kerrick Calloway trudged up the walkway to his home. His day had been stressful and irritating already and the situation at home wouldn’t help. He already felt the headache coming on.

“Paradise preserve me,” Kerrick muttered, shaking his head and running his fingers through his sandy brown hair. Hadn’t today been aggravating enough already? His position with the church, while fulfilling and necessary, was also heavy with responsibility. 

His marriage was not what he'd hoped for and seemed ready to fall apart. He loved his wife, but had hoped for a more affectionate relationship. With a huge sigh, he reached out and opened the front door.

Liora, his wife, greeted him with a kiss which barely grazed his cheek, adding to his irritation.

“What’s wrong?” Liora asked, her gray eyes stormy and troubled. “Why are you angry?”

Shrugging her shoulders under her thick auburn hair at his lack of response, she began to turn away. His arm shot toward her, his hand grasping her arm as he spun her around to face him.

“Why? I just want to know why I can’t have a proper kiss from my wife. After working all day, it would be nice to know my wife cares for me, instead of tolerates me.”

Releasing her with disgust, he started toward his study. He was at his wits end. If he understood where the problem lay, he might be able to mend things between them. Kerrick could think of nothing he had done to cause the increasing distance.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Liora replied. “Of course, I care for you. Every day I meet you at the door with a kiss.”

“You call that a kiss?” he shouted, turning back towards his wife. “That’s the sort of kiss you’d give to a brother or father, not the kiss a husband expects from his wife.”

“What’s the difference? I greet you each and every day to show you I love you. Does the kiss matter so much?”

“Yes, it does!” he shouted in anger. “A man expects a few niceties when he gets home, and a proper kiss from his wife is one of them.”

“Why are you going on so much about a kiss? You know I love you.”

“Do I?” Kerrick demanded, fists clenched in frustration. “How am I supposed to know that? Your kisses are sisterly at best. And in our bed, half the time it's like I’m committing rape. You agree to sleep with me, but show no passion. Can you even feel passion?”

Suddenly needing to find out if she could show anything at all, Richard pulled her to him roughly, one arm encircling her waist, the other hand twined in her hair turning her face to his. He kissed her savagely at first, his mouth hard on hers, demanding, before his kiss became more sensual. At first, she tried to struggle free, and then, for a brief moment, he sensed the beginnings of awakening arousal, before she stiffened into her usual stance—endurance.

“Don’t, Kerrick,” she pleaded with him as he released her. “Please, never do that again. I can’t bear it.”

“Can’t bear what? The thought you might feel something for me? You didn’t have to accept my proposal of marriage.”

“Decent gentlewomen must not give in to the temptations of the flesh. You should know this. Men can’t help but fall prey to their desires, but women must not, for the sake of both their salvations.”

“Where did you learn such rot? I thought all those bizarre sects had disappeared decades ago.”

“How dare you say such things? The Holy Writings of the Prophet teach us all pleasures of the flesh are evil.”

“Yes, when indulged outside the marriage bed. But we exchanged vows, which changes things considerably.”

“No, it doesn’t. Would you be married to a whore? Women, even married women, who give themselves to carnal pleasures are whores, or just as good as. I should think a man in your position would be happy to have a chaste, Gods-fearing wife.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Kerrick stated in amazement. “You really believe this?”

“I do,” Liora responded.

“Then why did you marry me? Didn’t you understand sex was part of the bargain?”

“I married you because I love you,” she answered. “And one of a wife’s duties is to redeem her husband, by keeping his lusts contained within the marriage bed, not out buying the favors of prostitutes!”

“Might you not think the reason men frequent prostitutes is because they can’t find the love and passion they desire at home?”

“But why? All a man needs is to have his way with a woman from time to time, to satisfy his body’s desires.”

“I’ll bet you didn’t hear that from your father, because it’s wrong. A man likes to ignite passion in his wife and give her the pleasure she deserves as his lover. Not have her lie like a corpse, hoping it’ll soon end.”

“I will not prostitute myself for you, Kerrick,” she responded hotly.

“I don’t want you to prostitute yourself. I want you to be my wife. A prostitute sells her body on the streets. Now if you start that, I’ll be quite angry with you.”

“You’re being vulgar, Kerrick.”

“I’ve got to do something to make you understand my position. So why, after three months of marriage, are you pushing me away? Before, you simply endured my advances, but you didn’t refuse or resist me.”

His wife crossed her arms in front of her, bowed her head over them, and tried to appear even smaller than she was.

“Liora? I’m waiting.”

In a voice barely above a whisper, he heard, “I didn’t realize how difficult it would be.”

“How difficult what would be?” Now he was confused. First the odd beliefs from centuries ago and now this.

“Resisting the temptations. The closer we become, the more time we spend together,your hand in mine and your kisses, the more difficult it is not to give in and enjoy the forbidden land I dare not enter.”

“Tell me, Liora, have you ever read the Holy Writings to find out exactly what they say?”

“No, of course not. Only the priests have the training and understanding to interpret the texts. We went to church every 6th day, every New Moon, and each holy day. The priest at the temple read and interpreted the writings for us, as interpreted by the Prime Intercessor.”

“But Liora, even the Prime Intercessor, in the Holy City, has stated that pleasure between husband and wife is not only permitted, but preferable. What did your priest say about that?”

“The Prime Intercessor is under considerable strain and obviously has made a mistake. He will soon come to his senses, through the grace of God, and retract the ruling, obviously. Either that or God will take him back to paradise and send us another, as He's done before, who will then reveal the true will of God to us.”

“I have an assignment for you, Liora, or rather a command. In the library is a copy of the Holy Writings of the Prophet. You’re an educated woman. During the next six-day span, you will read the Writings, from front to back. Pay particular attention to the section entitled ‘Dance of the Bride’.”

“That book is vulgar and shouldn’t have been included in the canon,” she exclaimed hotly, blushing. “As young women, we were never to read it. It was forbidden.”

"Since when is it forbidden? I've never heard such a thing," Kerrick answered.

"Our priest said it has only been allowed to remain in the Holy Writings because of the Prime's mistaken ruling on marital relations. Once that is changed, it will undoubtedly be removed."

“Regardless of his opinion, you will read it. And for the next six-day, you will sleep in a guest room, not in my bed, lest you be tempted beyond endurance before you’ve finished it,” he said.

“You can’t do that! We are bound in marriage, and to share your bed is my duty.”

“No, Liora. Not until we've sorted this affair. After six days, when you’ve read the holy texts, we’ll speak again. Until then, I will leave you alone. Completely alone. You will have your meals in your room when I am home. Abstain yourself from my presence.”

Kerrick was being harsh, but as his mind caught up with what he'd heard, his anger and confusion turned to concern. With any luck at all, once Liora had read the Writings, he would find no more reason for his worry.

Liora’s grey eyes were wide as she looked up at him, and were dark with fear or sadness, he couldn’t tell which. Her eyes followed him as he walked to the bell-pull and rang for a maid.

“Accompany your mistress to the room of her choice on the third floor. Once she is settled, pack her clothing and move it as well. She is undertaking a study of the Holy Writings and needs time to be quiet and undisturbed. I’ll have further instructions later.”

With a stern look at his wife, he watched her leave with her maid, eyes still haunted, searching his face for answers to questions she couldn’t even form. Good. Maybe a little loneliness, along with some forced celibacy, would help her understand.
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Chapter 2
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Sitting in his favorite chair, face in his hands, Kerrick thought back to their courting days. He was a little older than she, by about eight years. She’d been twenty when he’d first seen her strolling across the high street in the village where she’d grown up. Tall and slim, with a plentiful bottom, her auburn hair shone in the early summer sun, and the wide gray eyes she turned toward him sparkled with an intensity he felt as much as saw. He’d been passing through on his way to a meeting further north. As his trip would need another day’s travel, he’d spent the night in the village and inquired about her and how to arrange a meeting.

After an introduction to her father, he agreed to visit on his trip back south and had been invited to come for dinner, giving them a chance to become acquainted under proper supervision. Her family was charming and had seemed quite faithful to the church. Liora was well educated, not only from her schooling, but in the social graces. She would be a wonderful wife for a man in his position.

They’d married in her village church, late in February, with her father’s blessing. Kerrick noticed no indication of heresy in the village church. It had all seemed normal, following the ceremony and service the Church had set down centuries ago. He found nothing amiss in the area.

Of course, she was nervous on their honeymoon. As a devout member of the Church, she was a virgin bride, so it was only to be expected. Kerrick assumed, naturally, their sex life would begin to heat up eventually, but instead, she’d become more distant. It had all come to a head for him this evening. He couldn’t abide it anymore. If he'd had any clue, his temper wouldn't have gotten out of hand. Maybe he'd been too harsh, but the whole thing caught him by surprise.

Kerrick rose to look at the garden through the window, before he began to pace the floor, trying to puzzle it out. He’d heard of these old beliefs, but like everyone else in his acquaintance, Kerrick thought they’d all died out long ago. It had been over a hundred years—probably closer to two hundred—and three Prime Intercessors ago since the interpretations regarding sex within marriage had been sorted. After all, why create sexual beings and then forbid them to indulge? The ruling was correct.

Sex within marriage was a divine gift to be enjoyed between husband and wife. Sex outside the marriage bed was adultery and a sin. It was as simple as that. How he wished they’d discussed such things before they married. But how could he have imagined a modern, educated young woman, like Liora, might hold such beliefs? 

He’d given her a week to read the holy writings, to read for herself what they said. Afterwards, they’d talk it over and decide where this relationship was going to lead. As long as no one else suspected her of heretical beliefs, they'd be all right.

****
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SEQUESTERED IN A SPARE suite on the third floor, hot tears fell onto Liora’s cheeks as she contemplated the next six days. How could he send her away? At the thought of spending an entire week alone, in an attic room, her tears burst into sobs. She loved Kerrick. She truly did. Why did he not understand her position on doctrine? 

“Madam? Can I get you anything?” her maid asked.

“Just go away,” she ordered through the tears.

“Yes, madam.”

Kerrick had been unhappy with their sexual life, but how could it be different? According to her priest, sex was evil, no matter whether married or single. The Evil One sent it as a temptation to bring mankind down to the level of animals. Of course, the priest made it sound like women had no urges in that direction in order to redeem their husband’s soul. As long as men’s urges were confined to marriage, their actions were absolved.

Maybe something was wrong with her. From the very first time she’d felt Kerrick’s touch, her body had thrilled to it, desired it. The longer they were together, the stronger her feelings grew, until her desires were scarcely contained. She’d done the only thing possible to preserve her sanity. Resist and refuse his advances.

This wasn’t exactly her wifely duty. Liora was supposed to be give her body to him and keep his desires at home. But how could she follow the Writings without committing a sin herself? She dare not talk to anyone about it. What would her mother think? Her mother who was so very solid in the faith, who’d told her she needn’t worry? 

Yes, rumors circulated about those other congregations, who’d embraced the newer ruling, allowing their female members to indulge in those desires with their spouses. They taught that God, in his wisdom, had given these desires to mankind for the propagation of the species. Marriage was given to keep mankind pure, by limiting sexual relations to one partner.

Before her marriage, she’d heard other women talking about sex, about their desires for their husbands, as if it were normal. Their priest said of course they had no real desires. They needed a way to rationalize having sex.

Tears dried, Liora thought about their first few weeks of marriage. Everyone had been so happy for her. Imagine, someone from their own village married to the son of a duke, from the city. He had his place in the world carved out for him. Already making a name for himself in the government office he held, he was quite a catch.

Tall, broad-shouldered, with light brown hair and incredibly green eyes, Kerrick had been so very gentle with her. She assumed he understood she must show no desire for him in that way. But those desires had formed as his hands caressed her and his fingers played with her hair. And when he kissed her for the first time, her whole body reacted with an influx of heat, compelling her to press against his warm, muscular body. 

To counter her reaction, she’d put her mind elsewhere as he undressed her, commenting on her underclothing, the simple garments approved by the church as being suitable for chaste women. He told her he would buy her other things she would enjoy and he had kept his word. But she couldn’t wear them. They were completely unsuitable for a God fearing woman.

The silky fabric caressed her skin, barely covering her private areas. The halters, rather than minimizing her breasts, cupped them in a way which showed more bosom than she remembered having. The very feel of these items on her body, the thought of how he would look at her, made her blush, yet desire him more.

The first time he had taken her as his wife hadn’t been at all what she’d been led to expect. She had given in a little bit to her desires that evening, not knowing how to ein them in. His kisses and caresses made her body ache for him, made her want him to have her. Though she tried to resist such thoughts and desires when he’d taken her, it had been wonderful.

Liora had been told there would be pain, especially the first time they came together, but because of his kindness, it had been very slight and brief. Her body thrilled to these new feelings. Afterwards, she lay wondering how evil she must be, as she tried to deal with the shame of her desires, of giving herself to those base urges.

Kerrick had stopped asking her about the undergarments after a month or two. Since she’d begun resisting his advances, he’d only insisted three or four times. He’d been so unhappy though, and always seemed cross with her. For some reason, he was not pleased with her anymore. And she didn’t understand why or what to do about it.

Taking up the Holy Writings of the Prophet, she opened the cover, took a deep breath, and began to read. How Kerrick expected her to understand them was unclear. The writings had to be interpreted by the priests, under the guidance of the Prime Intercessor. They were far too complex for someone like her to understand. Really, if everyone read and interpreted the writings, imagine the chaos!
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Kerrick’s evening was lonely. Though he was aggravated and frustrated with the situation, he missed seeing Liora sit and read before bed. She was bright, intelligent, and a wonderful conversationalist. Her intelligence had attracted him as much as her beauty.

But he hadn’t married in order to remain celibate. Surely she couldn’t believe those ancient teachings. Richard couldn’t remember the last time he’d even heard reference to them. All of the heretical churches had been brought back into the fold, or so they’d been told. All were once again in unity, under the authority of the Prime Intercessor.

There was more to concern him about Liora’s beliefs, however. He worked as the liaison between the government and the church. As the church and government were linked, two halves of a whole, and the Writings of the Prophet were the basis for all the laws governing the land. In a way, the church was the state, and all state employees had to be members in good standing with the church.

If he were found married to a heretic, he would be out of work, disinherited, and they would both be brought up on charges of heresy. Technically, he was duty bound to report Liora’s heresy, and that of the village church which had taught such lies to heaven only knew how many. How long had this been going on?

If it taught this heresy, what others might it have promulgated amongst those in her little northern village? What was his best course of action? Since he’d given his wife a week to read the Writings, he would put off any further action until he’d spoken with her. If he turned her away from the heretical views, at least the two of them could be spared. If only...

What if he couldn’t? What if she refused understanding? The only thing left would be divorce on grounds of heresy and the ensuing publicity. His father would probably disinherit him anyway, and he would still lose his job, unless his priest would stand up for him.

But Liora would be destroyed. During the trial, they would brand her a heretic in public. Imprisoned until she confessed her heresy and conformed to the current teachings, she would never be the same. Her sweet smile, her light-hearted laugh, and the twinkle in her eye would be forever erased after such an ordeal. The church had very effective ways of converting one to true belief.

It was a question of love or duty. Did he keep quiet and do his best to change her mind? Or did he break his own heart and turn her over to the confessors?

No. He couldn’t do that to his lovely Liora, the light of his life. He would have to find a way to convince her to return to the faith. He had enough to do right now, while confronting his own beliefs on other matters. Kerrick knew a few ways to approach things within the church without causing a stir. He’d been treading a fine line before this current revelation.

As he drifted off to sleep, his mind returned to the first interrogation he had witnessed. He was there to determine the truth of the man in quesiton, an arrogant man who refused to even admit his heresy. There was a fire in his eyes, with the defiance and self-righteousness of a zealot. Time and again Kerrick pointed out his lies, and time and again, this man denied he was lying. When it was determined he would have to be forcibly confessed, Kerrick was dismissed. He paused outside the door for a moment to settle his thoughts and heard the first screams as the confessor began. The next time he saw the man in question, he was broken. The light was gone, as well as any hint of defiance. Eyes dull with remembered pain, shoulders hunched against the world, he shuffled down the corridor past Kerrick. Even then, Kerrick wondered whether this could truly be from God.

Waking with a start, he went to splash his face with cold water, poured himself a brandy, and sat back in his chair. With the brandy to aid him in going back to sleep, perhaps he could direct his dreams toward helping Liora understand the truth before any confessors became involved. He would not allow them to destroy his wife.

****
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LIORA TOSSED AND TURNED. The first part of the Writings was about basic conduct. Worship God, love your neighbor. Don’t steal, don’t bear false witness, don’t murder. You wouldn’t think some of these would need writing down, as simple as they were, and as self-evident.

A little later on were the laws on inheritance. Boring. These things were a matter for the court, when questions arose. Usually, inheritance went from father to first-born son, or daughter if there were no sons. She supposed it might be a little complicated if there were no offspring. Then it got down to brothers and sisters, and all that. Still, it wasn’t something she would have to deal with.

By the next evening she would have finished the law and would be into the Inspirational Writings. Some of these were historic stories of the church and the Prophet. Others were stories inspired by the faith of certain church fathers or mothers. They were included to set the mark and inspire others to grow in faith and good works.

Just before the Prophecies was the Dance of the Bride, forbidden for young girls, and to be read only under advisement by anyone else, married or not. A vulgar work, it spoke of sensual delights enjoyed during the wedding night and honeymoon of one of the ancient princes. Not only of the prince, but of his bride and her pleasure in his bed. That was what her priest had told them. Reading it only brought the temptation for sexual indulgance and sin. The book should be shunned.

Liora had never read the Dance of the Bride. Oh, she’d peeked at it once or twice, on a dare from a class mate. Everyone did, of course, because it was forbidden. She still remembered her cheeks burning as she read the few short verses brought to her attention. No wonder this was forbidden! Quite explicitly, it spoke of kisses like honeyed wine, warm hands on breasts, and such like. Never had she believed she’d understand what it meant, and she wished fervently she could forget. How was she to save his soul when she couldn’t even save her own? 

Why had Kerrick never understood this? He acted as if he had never been told how sinful it was to read it. Certainly the church as a whole didn't believe this nonsense of his. How could anyone condone such filth?

In the days which followed, Liora finished the law, most of the Inspirational Writings, and the Prophecies. A few things made her think about what she’d been taught, how she looked at life. She knew what she’d been told about sex and marriage, but found it difficult to find the scriptures which upheld these beliefs. The suggestions she read in the law were much as Kerrick had explained.

But this couldn’t be true. The temptations of the flesh were wicked. She must have misread. It must be here somewhere. Otherwise, why would the priest have taught his congregation what she'd learned in church? This was why the priests were to interpret the scriptures for them. She’d obviously misunderstood something during her studies. Why didn't Kerrieck understand this?

She couldn’t bring herself to begin the Dance of the Bride, though Kerrick had insisted. If only she didn’t feel so strongly the pleasures of which it spoke. Even those brief passages she’d read in school, which for some reason had lodged in her brain, brought about the urges she tried so hard to repress. Was here something wrong with her? Or was the Evil One hoping to tempt her into rejecting what she'd been taught and giving in to sin?

Kerrick would ask, though. Liora still had one day to read it, to finish her assignment. The book wasn’t long. She could finish it in one afternoon. She just had to start. Maybe if she asked for some strong coffee, she might manage it before the evening. By the next evening she should have finished it and regained her senses enough to meet with her husband.

She had missed him terribly all week. Not that way of course, she told herself, but being around him, seeing him across the table in the evening over dinner. He was humorous, kind, and so very strong. He made her laugh, well, he had done until recently. Somehow she had to regain his affection, without damning her soul.

****
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KERRICK STOOD IN FRONT of the fireplace, as he waited for Liora to come down. The brandy decanter was tempting, but he needed to keep a clear head. He’d not so much as seen her for a week and was nervous for some reason. His emotions shifted with the breeze, as he tried to keep calm. So much riding on the outcome of this, though, so much to consider. What if she hadn’t gained understanding? 

Hearing a footstep on the stairs, he turned as his wife descended, obviously as nervous as he was.

“Liora, it’s good to see you again. Shall we have dinner?”

He tried to keep his tone level and his hands from shaking. Kerrick so wanted to hold her in his arms and tell her everything would be all right. Instead, he offered her his arm as they entered the dining room. Very gently she placed her arm through his, trembling. What was wrong? Did she realize what she believed was heresy? She must understand the penalty for heresy.

Sitting across from him, her eyes cast down, she wouldn’t meet his gaze and hadn’t yet said a word. Perhaps she was embarrassed over her previous beliefs.

“Liora, are you well? Is everything alright?”

With a brief glance up at his eyes, she blushed, nodded her head, and said, “Yes, Kerrick, I’m fine.” 

Liora's hands shook as she ate. How she was managing to feed herself was the question. Kerrick couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen anyone so upset.

Dinner, while excellent, hadn’t been quite satisfying due to the silence around the table. Retiring into the sitting room after dinner, he asked for tea to be brought in before he approached the subject of the past week. A nice cup of tea would help steady her nerves. Liora fidgeted in her favorite chair while they waited, still avoiding his eyes, and still quiet as the grave.

With tea poured, Kerrick sighed and broached the subject of her studies.

“Have you finished your reading, then?” he asked lightly.

“Yes,”Liora replied.

“Have you come to any conclusions?”

“No.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“I’m not sure, Kerrick. I’m a little confused,” she admitted.

“Did you read the Dance of the Bride?” he asked.

For a long moment, she sat stiffly in her chair, face scarlet, hands shaking enough to rattle the cup in the saucer and amost sloshing tea into the saucer.

“Liora? Did you read it?”

“Yes! I read it! Are you happy now?” she shouted at him. 

Her eyes were flashing with temper as she answered his question.Her vehemence startled him. He'd never seen her angry before. A bit irritated, yes, but not angry.

“Tell me about it,” he suggested.

“It is vulgar and base, extolling the pleasures of the body, which are forbidden to those who are faithful.”

“Are you sure, Liora? Did you read the whole book?”

“Yes, I did. Every. Single. Word.”

“And where do you find the basis for such a belief?” Kerrick asked, intently. “If the pleasures of the flesh are so contemptible, show me the writings teaching it. Anything so evil should be part of the law. Can you point it out for me?”

Rising hurriedly from her seat, Liora braced her arm on the mantle above the fireplace, her back to him as she formed her answer.

“This is part of my confusion,” she admitted. “It must be there, but I can’t find it. It must be part of the law, as I was taught. While I read, I tried to take note of the writings concerning relations between husbands and wives. You were sure to ask, so I wanted to be able to answer. But I can’t find any definitive writings.”

“Doesn't this tell you something, Liora?” Kerrick asked, his voice quiet and low. “Shouldn't anything as important as you’ve been taught be plainly written, for all to read?”

“It should be, yes.”

“And shouldn’t it be out in the open, so anyone reading the Writings might understand? Something so important surely wouldn’t be hidden.”

“But I was taught in church about the role of women in marriage, and that embracing the carnal desires was the same as prostitution. A woman’s role is to redeem her husband, by keeping him from whoring.”

“And how better to do that, than give him pleasure in his own bed, Liora?”

“That’s not what it says!”

“Then show me where it says otherwise,” he insisted.

“I can’t,” she said quietly, tears beginning to run down her face. “I can’t and I don’t understand why. It should be in the law. I was told it was, but I can’t find it.”

“Come here, Liora,” Kerrick said, taking her in his arms. “Let it out, sweetheart. We’ll talk about it again later.”

****
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THEY SAT QUIETLY AND read for a while before going up to bed. Liora crept into bed and curled up on her side, facing away from her husband. She was fine until he slipped into the bed and snuggled up around her back, his arm around her waist, warm and inviting.

He didn’t make any advances, so she eventually fell asleep, though her dreams kept her from sleeping well. In one of them, she was overturning everything in the house and garden, looking for some evidence to support her belief. As if she’d really find it under the granite boulder by the garden path.

She woke the next morning still worn out. Her week of study had been confusing and frustrating. Discussing it with Kerrick last night had been aggravating as well. She knew what she’d been taught, and she was sure scriptural references to support those teachings were offered. Why couldn’t she find them? 

Kerrick was right. It seemed there should be something in the books of the law dealing with sexual relationships between a married couple. There were plenty of references to adultery and fornication. There were ample references to prostitution, both male and female.

The only references she had found on marriage spoke of husbands and wives coming together in the sexual union, and not keeping apart from each other lest one be tempted to sin. There were even references, outside the Dance of the Bride, about giving pleasure to each other in love. Why could she not find references to resisting the desires of the flesh? Or any references comparing sexual pleasure between a husband and his wife to prostitution? 

Over breakfast, Kerrick had reminded of a dinner invitation for this evening. One of his colleagues had invited two or three couples over, one of those “must attend” affairs. Kerrick had strongly suggested she wear some of the new under things he had bought for her, as he had been hinting since he bought them.

If she got ready before he got home, it would postpone the argument until later. She hadn’t told him she’d instructed her maid to destroy them. How angry would he be? The lovely silk, satin, and lace must have cost a pretty bundle. But how could he expect her to wear such things, with their sensual enticement on her skin? No. Impossible. He’d have to understand.

Of course, from his point of view, nothing was wrong with them. If pleasure between a man and wife was allowed, even preferred, they would be certain to draw his attention. And some part of her wanted that so much, her body ached at times. Her mind and body were at war, her mind insisting what her body wanted was sin, while her body pleaded with her to indulge.

What was she going to do? 
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KERRICK SLEPT WELL, mostly. Liora had tossed and turned during the night and seemed exhausted still in the morning. Over breakfast, he reminded her of the dinner at Phillip’s home in the evening and strongly suggested she should wear some of the new under garments he’d bought her, which he’d not seen since he’d brought them home. She insisted on wearing a rough cotton one-piece affair, which covered her entire torso and bound her breasts firmly to her chest. Even in evening dress, she had no shape at all in the things.

“Now, I’ve mentioned it before, Liora, but I’d like to you to wear some of the lovely under-things I’ve bought for you. I would find pleasure in gazing on you wearing them, rather than that thing you always wear.”

“But Kerrick, if they’re under my clothes you can't see them anyway.”

“Just knowing would give me pleasure, and imagining what you’d look like undressing for bed would give me something besides work to think about. Dinner would be much more be enjoyable. These affairs tend to become dull by the third course. Think of it, a little secret to share in a glance across the table.”

“Kerrick, you’re doing it again,” she’d responded. “I cannot allow myself those pleasures. Please don’t ask me to.”

“I’m not asking,” he stated bluntly.

He’d gone on to work shortly after, still confused by her beliefs. Even after her study, she remained unconvinced. Oh well, at least she’d admitted to finding nothing in the text to support her view. Maybe with a little time to mull it over she'd come to the correct conclusion.

In the evening, he’d arrived home a little early. His work load had been light and, with the dinner this evening, he’d hoped for a little time to change gears. After a glass of wine, he went upstairs to check whether Liora was ready to leave.

As he opened the door to their bedroom, she gasped. “You’re early, Kerrick. I’m not ready to go yet.”

Standing before him in her ridiculous, one-piece affair, she tried to hide what she was wearing. She looked much like a little girl who has ruined her party dress and is trying to hide it from her mother.

“Liora,” he began.

“I know, Kerrick,” she interrupted. “But I just can’t.”

Some of the irritation he’d put aside leaked through. “You can and you will. Where is your maid?”

Ringing loudly, they waited for her in silence.

“Yes, madam?” she said as she curtsied through the door.

“Mary-Anne,” Kerrick began, “please go to Lady Calloway’s dresser and bring her one of the sets of underclothing I bought for her several weeks ago.”

“Kerrick, don’t,” Liora pleaded. “Please don’t make her go.”

“I’m tired of this, Liora,” he said to his wife. “Mary-Anne, now, please.”

“Kerrick, she can’t,” Liora stated.

“What do you ean she can't? Why not?”

Her eyes begged him to take back the question.

“Liora?”

In a burst of emotion, she cried, “Because I told her to get rid of them. They’re gone, Kerrick. Can’t you understand? I can't wear them!”

“You did what?" he shouted. "Do you have any idea how much those cost? I wanted you to have the best, the nicest things to wear. And you’ve destroyed them?”

“I’m sorry, Kerrick. What else could I do? I was raised to believe those sorts of things were evil, worn only by whores and loose women. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Sir,” Mary-Anne interjected. “Sir, beggin’ your pardon, but they’re still here. I couldn’t bring myself to destroy them. I put them upstairs in storage. Please, sir, don’t be angry.”

Liora crumpled to the floor, sobbing. Getting hold of his temper, Kerrick paced the floor for a moment. What was his best course of action? 

“Bring them to me, Mary-Anne. Be quick about it. Your mistress needs to dress for dinner.”

A few moments later, the maid returned with a small package and put it on the bed. Opening it, Kerrick sorted through the dainty items before making his choice.

“These are perfectly suited for the woman who is my wife, not immodest, but attractive. You will put them on now.”

To Mary-Anne he added. “Go to your mistress’ dresser and wardrobe and remove any of these things,” he said, glaring at the one piece undergarment his wife wore. "Take them to the incinerator, and burn them. Make sure none of them remain in this house. Do you understand?”

In shock, the maid nodded, added, “Yes, sir,” and ran to do his bidding.

“Kerrick, you can’t do that. What will I wear?”

“You can wear something different each day for two weeks. I should think that would be enough.”

“But look at them!”

“I have looked at them. I very carefully selected each and every one. I especially like the ones you’ll wear this evening,” he stated, pointing to the matching halter and panties.

Lovely white silk, with pretty pastel flowers printed on them, they were dainty and attractive, but modest. He’d shied away from anything too daring, due to her overly modest attitude, so they covered everything, while still being quite feminine. The halter wouldn’t accentuate her bosom, but it wouldn’t squash it all away either.

“Kerrick, please,” Liora tried again.

“Put them on, for heaven’s sake, Liora. It’s either those or nothing. Which would definitely keep me distracted this evening, but would be a bit immodest. Though with your long evening dress...”

“Don’t be vulgar, Kerrick,” she answered hotly. “How can I sit at the table this evening, around all our friends, wearing these things, and not be embarrassed to death?“

“Five minutes, Liora. That’s all the time we have to finish getting ready. Either wear the new things, or wear nothing. Those are your choices. Now finish dressing!”

****
[image: ]


AS TEARS FORMED IN her eyes, Kerrick stalked out of the room and slammed the door. Her familiar garments were all gone. All she had left to wear were the pretty, silky things he’d picked out for her. Even picking them up twisted her emotions. One part of her was drawn to the coolness of the silk on her body. Another was horrified at the thoughts running through her mind and her body soiled by their touch. She tried to pretend they were only underclothes like she’d always worn, but couldn’t manage. They covered her breasts and her hips, but left her torso bare. The dress she had chosen to wear was lined with a smooth, silky fabric, to allow the outer layers to move without bunching. The sensuous coolness of the silk slipping across her skin caressed her as she reached to fasten it.

The halter and panties did nothing to temper the sensual quality of her dress. The thin silk, sensuous in its own right, merely enhanced the effect of the fabric. Fumbling to put her shoes on, she hurried downstairs, trying to avoid any unnecessary movements.

Kerrick paced the floor, waiting for her. His eyes swept down her body and then back up, pausing for a moment on her chest, where the new halter shaped her breasts into the bodice of the dress. Far from hiding her, the halter brought form to the dress for the first time, showing her truly female shape.

“Very nice, darling,” Kerrick said, smiling at her. “Now aren't these clothes better than that old thing you’ve worn forever?”

“They are different. They don’t cover me. I keep getting feelings, Kerrick. Feelings I can't control, which are sinful. I can't do this.”

“Of course you can, Liora. By the time we arrive at Phillip’s home, you’ll have adjusted to your new clothes. You’re just sensitive right now. You’ll be fine.”
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THEY RODE IN SILENCE until they were within ten minutes of Phillip’s house. Kerrick's mind was on his wife's beliefs and how the evening was going to play out. His colleagues must not hear even a whisper of her heresy.

“Liora,conversations can take unexpected turns. This is the first time you will have met Phillip and his wife, or any of the others here tonight. When you ladies retire after dinner, talk may turn to sex and marriage, since we are newly married.”

“What are you trying to say, Kerrick?”

“Please, Liora, if you value your life and mine, say nothing of your beliefs on the subject. Play along with the current teachings. I haven't the time to explain right now, but this is very important. You must say nothing against the teachings of the Prime. Do you understand?”

“I don’t understand, but I will do as you ask. Wouldn’t it have been easier to have canceled dinner, if it’s so important?”

Kerrick sighed and shook his head. “If I’d understood sooner about your beliefs, I would have done, but once I found out, it was too late. I will explain, but not now. All right?”

“Of course, sweetheart. If it means this much to you, I’ll do my very best.”

Once inside, Kerrick introduced Liora to his friends and co-workers, who then introduced her to their wives. Liora was still getting used to the idea of being Lady Calloway, but since Phillip’s wife had gone through the same adjustment. She would help make her comfortable. Dinner was wonderfully delicious and, as the evening progressed, his wife, he saw she began to enjoy herself. She’d stopped moving so stiffly and was more relaxed, as she tried to keep up with the conversation. Perhaps his warnings had been unnecessary, but in a social setting, conversations did tend to go awry.

“So, Kerrick, when are you and your bride going to finish your honeymoon?” Phillip asked.

He had been trying to plan for it, as they’d only been able to take one week of the month they should have had.

“If things at work will calm down, I’d like to take the rest of the month off in about a week or so. Do you think the old man will go for it?”

“He was disappointed when he had to call you back early, so I don’t suppose he’ll mind. Anyway, everything has returned to normal, don’t you think?”

“God above, I hope so. I hoped to speak with him in a day or two. Think you can handle everything for a little while?”

“You worry too much, Kerrick. We’ll be fine. Last time, we needed that little quirk of talent you have to help sort things out.”

“Enough about work,” Kerrick said. He didn’t want to discuss his “little talent” just now.

Talk was light and cheerful all the way through dessert. As the port came out, the ladies retired to the drawing room, while the men discussed the business which brought them together. Liora smiled warmly at him, her face happy and her steps confident, before turning toward the door. Surely with her ideas on marriage, she couldn’t be excited about their honeymoon.

“Now that the ladies are away, let’s get down to business.” Phillip was serious as he looked up at each of them before continuing. “The Prime is looking into the matter of church and state. Considerable discussion about separating the two entities under two different heads are taking place. One head, the Prime Intercessor, would remain over the church, as he is now. Another head would be appointed to take over the state government, as has happened in other parts of the world.”

“How would the two be funded? Right now, the tithes are shared between them. But if they separate, will the church keep the tithes, will they continue to share the funds, or will we have to find a way to make the government self-solvent?”

This was from David, who worked in one of the government acccounting offices.

“Talk is they are thinking of sharing the tithes to begin with, but then gradually, over a period of say ten to fifteen years, finding ways for the government to stand on its own,” Richard, a clerk at the church, added.

“I’m not sure why the two need to separate,” Phillip said. “It’s been working fine for centuries, just as it is. Why try to fix a thing when it isn’t broken?”

Kerrick decided to add his thoughts. “Discontent is rising, some of it coming close to dissension, saying the two parts are no longer separate, but one entity. At least to some. They contend that the government, is another arm of the church. The separation is in word only. What the church says or wants is what the government does. The question is whether we have a church and a government, or just a church.”

“What’s the difference?” someone asked.

“The difference is in the interpretation of the governing laws. Can the government be allowed to enforce its own laws, or is the church justified in stepping in as the enforcing body? Often, the church decides that a particular case should be tried by the church rather than the state. If the church can take over a trial, do we truly have a separate government?”

“But the laws are the same either way. Right?”

“The basic laws are the same, but when it comes down to certain civil issues, it appears the state has more jurisdiction. Recently though, the church has been taking a more active role in civil matters.”

Phillip came back into the conversation. “I think in most civil suits, the church should let the state handle things. But quite a few of the cases it has tried recently have been a little confusing concerning the jurisdiction. At least three of them dealt with matters which may have been considered heresy. Not major heresies, but inaccuracies in the teaching of the holy doctrines. The governing body should still have been the state, as it concerned civil matters.”

“I have to agree, yet disagree,” Kerrick answered. “In at least one instance, the defendants didn’t realize what they were doing was heretical. They’d been taught it by their priest. And who would question his priest? After thinking long and hard about this particular situation, I had to agree with the church.”

“How so?”

“While the defendant was guilty of acting on heretical teachings and should be punished, his punishment should be a minor one. His guilt was due to false teachings, not deliberate or malicious acts against the holy doctrines. The priest is the one who should be punished more harshly, for he taught the heresy to begin with, thus leading the defendant into sin.”

“But couldn’t the state have decided that?” Phillip demanded.

“Could and would are two different things. The state looks at the individual. The church looks at the whole and brings judgment against the instigator as well.”

“Perhaps,” Richard said. “I still don’t understand how they can make a separation work.”

“I’m of two minds about the whole thing,” Kerrick admitted. “While it seems a good idea to make the break, and while I’ve heard rumors it has worked to a degree in some other countries, in others it has been a disaster. What we have right now is not a separation of power, but more a division of power with the church dominant.”

As the discussion continued, his mind returned again and again to his wife and his fear concerning her beliefs.

“But the times of heresy are over, aren’t they? So what would it hurt to have a true separation? The state would have power over civil matters, and the church would be over religious matters only, as long as they sort out the funding.” Richard again, always worried about money.

“I suppose the question is whether the two can be separated. With the laws of the land based on the laws of the church, where does the one end and the other begin?”

“Which way is the Prime leaning?” someone asked.

“He has taken the matter under consideration, but is leaning toward maintaining the status quo,” Kerrick said.

“So where do we stand on this?” Phillip asked. “Those of us around this table are placed to be the next rulers of the empire. Our opinions will be weighed along with those above us. What do we say?”

The debate continued for some little time, and while Kerrick would have sided with the church a week ago, tonight he was less certain. What would happen to Liora if her heresy came out? Her priest was the one guilty, not those he taught. They followed him as their spiritual leader, as they’d been taught by the Prime Intercessor. What else were they supposed to do? 

“I say, for the time being, we hold our decision and watch those countries which have made the separation, and determine whether they can make it work,” Kerrick suggested.

“I agree,” Phillip said. “There is too much at stake to make a rash decision based in fear or from emotion. We’ll meet again later to discuss what we’ve witnessed.”

They joined the ladies in the drawing room for a few minutes before they all went their separate ways. Liora's eyes searached his for answers to her questions and Kerrick wondered what had gone on with the ladies.
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WHILE THEY HAD BEEN discussing the issue, secret meetings were being held in the church's administrative center. Talks which suggested seeking out heresy, no matter how insignificant, to send a message to the public. If heresy still existed, even under the current authority of the church, how much worse would it be if the two were separate? Can we trust the secularly arm to be sufficient to keep the heretics at bay?

Even now a few heretics were spotted, mainly from small outlying villages or farmsteads, where people couldn't make to to a church every week. Beliefs tended to migrate from the true path when not kept in check by the authority of the church. Perhaps it was time to begin a hunt to find little pockets of heresy, bring all back into the one truth, and cement the church's position once and for all, no matter what it took.
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COMPLETELY OVERWHELMED by all the people at dinner, Liora quickly forgot all about her clothes, as she tried to remember names and faces. She had never been particularly social before and was still trying to adjust to being a lady. She soon followed Avril’s lead and had everyone drop the “lady” and address her as Liora.

Dinner was wonderful, except for the looks she got from her husband whenever she looked across the table. This was what she’d worried about with the new under things. It provoked thoughts she wanted to avoid. And why had he asked her not to discuss her beliefs on sex and marriage? Did all of his friends follow the new interpretation? For whatever reason, he had seemed troubled by the whole thing. Of course, she wouldn’t do anything to tarnish his name with his friends, but they would have to talk about the issue again.

Part of what bothered her was not being able to find substantiation for what she’d been taught. The priest had made it sound as evident as the sun in the sky. Why couldn’t she find scriptures to back it up? The rest of the doctrine was clear enough.

“How long have the two of you been married now?” someone asked.

“Just about three months,” she answered.

“I heard you’d had to cut your honeymoon short,” Avril said.

“Yes. Kerrick was unexpectedly called back to work after a week away. We’re hoping to be able to finish our honeymoon sometime soon.”

The talk soon turned to foods and fashions, things she understood and which wouldn’t lead any further toward the marriage issue.

As they sipped tea after dinner, once again the talk turned back to their marriage.

“Have you gotten settle yet?” Avril asked.

“Well, I’m beginning to, I suppose. It’s quite a change from a small village.”

“It must be. Tell us about your home. ou're from further north, correct?”

So she’d told them about growing up in a small place, where everyone knew absolutely everyone else.

“No, seriously! It could be so very annoying. If someone on the west side of town had a cold, someone on the east side coughed. You couldn’t have any privacy or secrets. Whatever happened was soon all over town.”

“Have you made many friends yet?”

“I haven’t had the time, what with getting moved into Londre, our short honeymoon, and learning to find my way around. If it weren’t for our driver, I would be lost constantly.”

One of the other women added, “And being newly married, those adjustments can take a little while to sort out. Especially since you didn’t have a real honeymoon.”

“Where are you planning to go, when you’re able to finsh your honeymoon?”

They hadn’t really talked about it, though he’d sounded as if he had plans only a few days in the future.

“I’m not sure. We had planned to go to the south of France after a week in Paris before. “

“Maybe it’s a surprise,” someone else said. “Lord Kerrick sounded like he had it all arranged.”

“He did, didn’t he,” she answered. “A surprise might be nice.”

But even thinking about a honeymoon, after these past three months, tied her stomach into knots. How could she take a honeymoon trip and not give in to the sinful side of her nature? They had was a lot of thinking to do over that whole issue.

“What? Oh, yes, I do have some lovely things I’d picked out for our honeymoon. Of course, they’re not really new now. I had to wear something at home.”

This brought a laugh and she was glad she’d always been quick-witted. During her musings the talk had turned to lingerie.

As the others discussed the little wisps of silk and satin they’d seen at whichever shop, she was glad Kerrick had given her a warning. While she was still startled by the ease with which they discussed items she’d been taught were evil, she was at least able to keep from condemning them out loud.

“Yes, the silk is wonderful,” she answered when asked.

And she hadn’t lied. It felt marvelous—sinfully so. Before the conversation got too deep for her to manage, the men joined them for coffee before they all split up to go home.

“No, Avril. I enjoyed the evening. Your cook is fantastic. We’ll definitely have to meet soon and go shopping.”

Not anytime real soon, though, she thought.

Once in their carriage, she looked over at Kerrick with his qustioning eyes.

“I didn’t disgrace you, Kerrick, though the mood turned toward a discussion of lingerie. Does no one here hold to the teachings?”

“They all do, but we’ll discuss that in private. Did you have a good time?”

“Yes. I enjoyed meeting a few new people. Avril was quite welcoming. But what is this about our honeymoon?”

“That was an inspiration. We have to go away for a little while and talk over a few things, and soon. I hadn’t had the time to think about finishing our honeymoon trip, but it is hardly unexpected and the timing couldn’t be better.”

“What do you mean?”

“Not now. And not at the house either, at this point. I only hope Mary-Anne is a loyal servant and doesn’t take household matters out of the house.”

“I don’t understand, Kerrick. You sound worried about something. Is it to do with your work?”

“Only that my work would be adversely affected if it got out. But not now. Not here. We’ll discuss your ideas on sex and marriage in private, someplace far from here.”

She sat close to him for the rest of the trip, sharing his warmth. Though the days were warm, the evenings became quite chilly. And evening wear wasn’t known for its warmth or protection against the elements. After dinner and wine, she was asleep by the time they arrived back home.

“Liora,”a voice sounded nearby. Opening her eyes seemed quite a chore, but she managed after a moment. “Come on, let’s go into the house and go to bed.” Ah! Kerrick had woken her from a nap.

Fighting her way to wakefulness, she managed to make it up the walk and through the door by clutching Kerrick’s arm. Leaving her coat at the door, she struggled up the stairs to their bedroom.

“Let me help you with that,” Kerrick said. “As sleepy as you are, you’ll never get it undone.”

Warm, strong hands unfastened the
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