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    Dedication 
 
    To my bohemian who made me see the world through a kaleidoscope—bright and sparkling. You make me laugh. My world is a happier place because of you. You are my shiny thing.                           
 
                                        Always,  
 
    Donna
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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    THE YEAR 2125  
 
    The curse had passed long ago. So long ago, Athaliah couldn’t recall how many years she had lived in limbo. Ignoring God had been wrong. Cursing God’s name had been worse and had resulted in Athaliah’s banishment to her own personal hell, where each day was just like the one before it. A world where she was feared and hated. A world filled with the vilest beings who had cursed God. 
 
    Athaliah was trapped in a world of her own making. A world that never changed. A world of distrust and fear. A world of boredom and repetition that was driving her insane. 
 
    Through the centuries her name had mutated until she was now known simply as Leah. Leah Anthal. A truly bastardized version of the name of a woman who had once ruled the land of Judah. 
 
    As monarch of Judah and parts of Israel, she had ordered the execution of priests who worshiped the one true God and replaced them with her pagan priests who worshipped Baal, the Earth god. 
 
    In the end, her pagan god had vanished, and the one true God had rained fury on her for the mindless murders God’s followers. She knew this was her eternity. Her punishment for the evil she had unleashed on the world. The price she paid for being a witch. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika Cross had made her own decisions about serving the only God she had ever known. She served her God well and was sent to the four corners of Earth in her efforts to redeem mankind. 
 
    Mika had been instrumental in bringing about changes in the church. In the twenty-second century, women served as priests in the Catholic Church, and their behavior was exemplary. They had become shining examples for Christians, unlike many of their male counterparts, who seemed obsessed with the young men in their parishes. 
 
    While Mika had led the charge to change the church’s archaic views, she had failed in one major undertaking: priests—whether they be male or female—were not allowed to marry. 
 
    The world had long ago ceased to care who married whom. Homosexuality was a long-forgotten word as all love was accepted in the twenty-second century. 
 
    As a priest, Mika Cross had more pressing concerns than marriage. Mika was more concerned about the survival of mankind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 - The Priest  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will burn this whole damn town to the ground,” a maniacal voice screamed as Priest Mika Cross opened the door to the diner. 
 
    “I am looking for the mayor,” she announced, surveying the room full of people. 
 
    A slender brunette whirled around. “I am Mayor Leah Anth . . .” her voice trailed off as she looked at the young priest. She was beautiful. Tall—at least six feet—with long blonde hair and the face of an angel. Her full, sensuous lips parted, exposing bright white teeth. She was a true golden girl. She was almost baby-faced, but the soulful look in her eyes spoke of a much more mature woman. She took Leah’s breath away. Mika smiled at her, and the entire room bathed in a soft golden light.  
 
    “I’m your new parish priest,” she said, beaming. She quickly closed the distance between them and extended her hand to Leah. Leah looked at her hand as if she were offering her a dead kitten, almost recoiling from her.  
 
    Leah’s eyes darted furtively around the room then locked on the iridescent blue of Mika’s eyes—piercing blue eyes that seemed to peer into the depths of her soul. 
 
    Mika studied Leah briefly. She was the most beautiful woman she had ever seen, and she was only a heartbeat away from plunging into total, irrevocable madness. 
 
    She quickly grabbed Leah’s hand and shook it. Mika knew she had to distract her from the demons that were about to take possession of her sanity. 
 
    At Mika’s touch, Leah felt a warm peacefulness flow throughout her body. The total annihilation of this pathetic little town can wait until tomorrow, she thought. 
 
    “I was told that you might provide me with keys to the church and the rectory,” Mika said, continuing to hold Leah’s hand. 
 
    “It is after office hours,” Leah said as she pulled her hand from Mika’s and moved toward the diner door, “but I suppose I could get them from my office for you.” 
 
    “I would be eternally grateful,” Mika said, smiling. “I’ve come a long way, and I’m fatigued.” 
 
    Mika followed Leah to her office, where the mayor quickly located the keys. “Now, if you could just point me in the right direction, I’ll let you get back to your friends.” 
 
    “Both the church and the rectory are just across the street.” Leah gestured toward a huge, run-down building that had obviously been grand at one time. “The rectory is behind the church. But I hope you aren’t planning on sleeping there tonight. It’s a mess—vandals and such. You should get a room at the bed and breakfast connected to the diner. It’s clean, and the food’s acceptable.” 
 
    “I could use a good meal.” Mika nodded. “Would you be so kind as to join me for dinner? You could give me a big head start by telling me about the town and the people.” 
 
    “Yes, I would like that,” Leah said, eager to be the first to provide the new priest with insight into the residents of her town, from her point of view. Some of the desolation had disappeared from Leah’s eyes. Thoughts of homicide and suicide left her mind for now. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah was more than happy to give her opinion of the town and its people. The curse had been broken for some time for everyone but her. She was mayor, but only because no one else was smart enough to guide her town through the perils of twenty-second-century America. 
 
    After they had ordered, she began to grill Mika, curious that she had shown up out of the blue. Leah wondered how much Mika knew about her little town. 
 
    “Not much, I’m afraid,” Mika said as she blushed. “I’m ashamed to admit that I didn’t have time to do any research. I was rather abruptly assigned here.” 
 
    Leah studied the blonde as she ate her hamburger. “I hate to think of what rule you must have broken that resulted in this being your punishment.” She smiled a fleeting, teasing smile. 
 
    “Busted!” Mika laughed. “I can see you are no stranger to the concept of rules and consequences, Mayor Anthal.” 
 
    “A concept I know all too well,” Leah mumbled. 
 
    Leah loved it when Mika laughed. It was free and honest, not wrapped in secrecy or innuendo. She liked this priest that was condemned to paying penance in her town. She was kind, and Leah liked being with her.  
 
    Leah wondered how Mika had gotten into her city. She was of this realm and should not have been able to walk into her town without notice. 
 
    “By water,” Mika answered. “I was fortunate enough to make the winning bid on a boat at an estate sale. It has served me well.” 
 
    They talked until closing time, oblivious to the curious stares and whispered conversations going on around them. Mika became excited when she learned that Leah was from the Middle East.  
 
    “I’ve spent a lot of time in the Middle East,” Mika enthused. “What is your heritage? From what tribe are you descended?” 
 
    Leah told her of her family’s prominence in the lands of Judah and Israel. They discussed how the face of the Middle East had changed and that Judah was now part of Egypt. Of course, she never told Mika she had been the queen of her realm.  
 
    “I really must be going home.” Leah smiled. “It’s a short walk, but it’s quite late.” 
 
    Mika apologized when she discovered Leah was walking home. “I’ve kept you out very late. Please let me walk you home. A lady as lovely as you should never walk alone at night.” 
 
    “What about you, Priest?” Leah raised a dark eyebrow. “You’d have to walk back alone.” 
 
    “I never walk alone.” Mika grinned and pointed above her head. “God is always with me.” 
 
    The priest walked the mayor home, sat on her front steps, and talked with her until the sun’s first rays began to color the little town light orange and gold. She knew that her presence had helped Leah make it through the night and that the thoughts of death and destruction had slipped from her mind.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

  CHAPTER 2 – Rebuilding 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mika slept later than she had intended. She’d wanted to get to work on the church early, but both hands of the clock on twelve told her she’d missed that boat. 
 
    She rummaged through her bag and found the least-wrinkled priest attire she had. She made a mental note to locate a dry cleaner today. 
 
    She walked downstairs to the diner, where the smell of meatloaf made her mouth water. The sight of the mayor also made her mouth water, but she ignored that reaction. 
 
    “Priest Cross,” Leah greeted her cordially, “I hope you were able to get some rest.” 
 
    “More than I intended to.” Mika nodded. “I meant to get to the church early, but I overslept. I’m about to have lunch. Please join me.” 
 
    Leah inclined her head in agreement and led Mika to a booth in the back corner of the diner—the one they had shared the previous evening. An attractive brunette waitress named Ruth took their order and yelled it back to the proprietor, Naomi. 
 
    “So,” the mayor said, “what are your plans for today?” 
 
    “First, I need to find a dry cleaner. Then I thought I would go to the church and see where I need to begin. I suppose I need to get permits for repairs and such. I’m not certain how to proceed with that.” 
 
    “I can help you with all of that.” Leah tilted her head slightly. A smile played on her lips, as if it pleased her to be able to help the priest. She truly is quite beautiful, she thought again. 
 
    After lunch, Leah gave her directions to the dry cleaner’s and told her to make a list of repairs she deemed necessary. “Bring the list to my office and we can go over it together. I’ll help you fill out the required forms,” she added. “Call my secretary for an appointment. The number is in the phone book.” 
 
    Mika watched Leah walk away. No one should walk that sensuously, she thought, realizing she was watching the mayor with a big smile on her face. 
 
    She chastised herself. Come on, Mika, she thought, you have dealt with many beautiful women. This one is no different. But in her heart, she knew Leah Anthal was very different. 
 
    Her thoughts instantly went to Maria. She made a silent vow that her involvement with Leah Anthal would end differently from her relationship with Maria. I will save this woman, Mika thought. 
 
    She was impressed to find a dry cleaner offering one-day service existed in the small town and made a mental note to return after four to pick up her clothes. Now to face the real challenge: restoring the old church. 
 
    Mika surveyed the ancient cathedral. It sat on five acres across from City Hall. The building was enormous, with multiple rooms. At one time it had housed a thriving ministry. The grounds had been given the minimal amount of care to keep it attractive, since it dominated Main Street. Inside, she was surprised at the damage to the old church. It looked as if a fire had gutted it. Graffiti desecrated the walls and floors. What pews the fire hadn’t turned to ashes were overturned and destroyed, as if someone had taken an ax to them. An ancient and beautiful tapestry of a scene depicting the Sermon on the Mount had been shredded and partially burned. The baptismal reeked from dark, slimy water. Obscenities were scrawled across the once ornate altar. The only thing that had escaped the vandals was a crucifix of her Lord, hanging as high as possible on the wall overlooking the dais. Mika surmised the vandals hadn’t been able to reach it. A thick film of filth covered everything. She began the tedious job of taking pictures to catalog the damage and repairs needed. 
 
    It was after midnight when she finished her tour of the church, ending up in the bell tower. She inspected the bell and found it to be intact. She fought the urge to ring it, thinking a church bell tolling at midnight would not endear her to the town’s people. 
 
    As she gazed out the opening of the bell tower, she was surprised to see that it provided her a view directly into the mayor’s second-floor office, where she was working late. She watched Leah’s lovely face as she scowled at what she was reading, marked something across the sheet, and tossed it onto a pile of other forms. 
 
    As she watched, a sheriff’s car pulled up in front of City Hall. A female officer got out of the car and unlocked the door to the building. Within a few minutes, she opened the door to the mayor’s office.  
 
    Mika watched spellbound as the blonde sheriff walked around the mayor’s desk and sat down on it as if she owned it. Leah stood up and moved around the desk, putting space between her and the sheriff. The taller woman followed Leah, closing the distance between them until she had the mayor’s back against the wall and her hands pinned above her head.  
 
    Mika caught her breath as she realized the sheriff was going to kiss the smaller, dark-haired woman even though the mayor was turning her head and trying to push her away.   
 
    Yeah, thought Mika, the town’s people do need to hear the church bell. She pulled hard on the old rope and smiled gleefully as the bell tolled, sending the sound across the silent, empty streets.   
 
    The sheriff spun around, glaring in the direction of the church and the dark bell tower. She ran to see what was going on. 
 
    As the mayor and the sheriff reached the street, so did the priest. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Mika immediately started talking as the three met in the middle of the road. “I’ve been assessing damage and checking out what is usable in the church. I had no idea that thing would work.” She smiled her most disarming smile. 
 
    “You probably woke the entire town,” the sheriff said as she glared at Mika. 
 
    Mika shook her head. “Again, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Leah smiled at Mika, then stepped in to save her from the sheriff’s wrath. “Mika Cross, meet our sheriff, Emily Carver.” 
 
    Mika extended her hand to the sheriff and stepped into the glare of the streetlight. What is wrong with these people? Do they not understand a handshake? she thought as the sheriff stared at her. 
 
    Emily’s mouth dropped open when the streetlight hit the priest’s face. She was devastatingly beautiful, covered with dirt and grime, but still lovely. Emily tried to shake the hand Mika freely offered, but she didn’t seem to have control of her limbs. 
 
    “Close your mouth, dear,” Leah smirked. “You’re gawking.” It was evident the mayor was enjoying the effect the priest was having on the sheriff. 
 
    Mika reached down and took Emily’s hand, shaking it aggressively. “I’ve been working at the church all day. I didn’t realize the time, and I certainly didn’t think the bell would work.” 
 
    “Well, my phone hasn’t started ringing,” Emily volunteered, “so I guess it wasn’t enough to wake up the town.” 
 
    “Looks like you are burning the midnight oil, too, Madame Mayor,” Mika said as she turned to Leah. She stretched her shoulders and rolled her head around as if trying to get the kinks out of her tired body. “I’ve been in the church all day and need some fresh air. May I walk you home?” 
 
    “That would be nice.” Leah smiled, lighting up the night. 
 
    “I’ll take her home in the squad car,” the sheriff interrupted. 
 
    “Thank you, Sheriff, but I believe the walk and fresh air will be good for me,” Leah smirked. “It’s only half a mile.” 
 
    “Let me put out the candles and lock the church. I’ll meet you in your office.” Mika headed for the church feeling pleased with herself for interrupting whatever plans Sheriff Carver had in mind for the mayor that evening. 
 
    Mika started back across the street toward the mayor’s office just as the sheriff laid rubber and squealed the tires on the patrol car, fishtailing down the street. 
 
    ## 
 
     “I hope you don’t mind. I was at the dry cleaner’s just before closing today and noticed you hadn’t picked up your clothes.” Leah said. “I knew you were working hard in the church, so I picked them up for you.” She looked up from the stack of forms she was signing. 
 
    Mika unconsciously dusted her slacks and shirt front. “Thank you so much. I’m afraid I lost track of time. Do you mind stopping by the bed and breakfast so I can run the clothes up to my room? You can wait in the lobby. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 
 
    Leah looked at Mika’s dirty face, streaked with dried sweat. Flecks of plaster and dirt filled her tousled hair. She wrinkled her nose. “I have a few more budget items to go over. Why don’t you take the dry cleaning to your room and I’ll meet you in the lobby in fifteen minutes?” She hoped that would give Mika enough time to wipe the grime off her face. 
 
    When she got to the bed and breakfast, Mika saw herself in the mirror of her room and was astounded at her appearance. The usually immaculate priest looked as if she had been working in the mines for a month. She stripped and jumped into the shower, scrubbing hard and fast to rid herself of the grit and grime she had accumulated from crawling through small passageways filled with debris and walking through rooms thick with spider webs. 
 
    Throwing on a light blue Henley and jeans, she ran a comb through her hair and reached the lobby in exactly fifteen minutes. The mayor was coming through the door as Mika stepped into the foyer.  
 
    Leah’s eyes raked Mika from head to toe, then moved slowly back up to rest on her blue eyes. “What?! No collar, Priest?” She teased. 
 
    “We can wear lay clothing at times, without the collar,” Mika explained, blushing from the mayor’s obvious assessment of her body. “I thought you might enjoy our walk more if I…uh, smelled better.” 
 
    Leah laughed out loud and slipped her arm through Mika’s. “You’ll do just fine,” she cooed. Mika was right. She did smell better. Leah drank in the clean soap smell joined with her feminine scent. It was intoxicating. 
 
    “How was your day?” Mika asked, sincere interest in her voice. 
 
    “It was good.” Leah tried to remember the last time anyone was interested in her day. “Far better than yours, I’m sure. I am afraid the church may be irreparably damaged.” 
 
    “Nothing a little paint and a lot of elbow grease won’t fix.” Mika frowned. “I guess my first step will be to get an electrician to rewire everything and bring it up to code. I need to haul off tons of trash and damaged furniture that have collected over the years.” 
 
    “The miners are in a bit of a slump right now,” Leah informed her. “I’m sure you could hire them to help with the general cleanup, and I’ll get you the name of the city’s electrician. You can hire him on his days off.” 
 
    Before they knew it, they had reached the mayor’s mansion. As they said goodnight, a slight rumble came from Mika’s stomach. 
 
    “You haven’t eaten since lunch today.” Leah looked shocked. “Come in. I’ll make you a hot ham and cheese sandwich. It will hold you over until breakfast.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Mika teased. “The local priest in the mayor’s home after midnight. It might start gossip about you.” 
 
    Leah smiled, touched that Mika was concerned for her reputation. She really should be concerned about her own status. After all, Mika is keeping company with me, Leah thought. My reputation has already been destroyed. “Then wait here and I’ll run in and fix you a sandwich. Won’t take but a minute. I insist.” 
 
    For the second night in a row, the priest sat on the mayor’s front porch. Leah joined her with a sandwich and a glass of wine for each of them.  
 
    Mika didn’t know if it was the company or her hunger, but it was the best meal she had ever eaten. 
 
    Once again, they shared the first light of day. They had talked all night. Mika found Leah fascinating. Leah knew so much for one so young. One didn’t have to stoop to discussing politics with her. She knew so much more to talk about: history, computers, evolution, and even religious history. Leah admitted she hadn’t traveled much outside her town, but she wanted to. She had studied other countries and was fascinated by the Seven Wonders of the World, all things she wanted to see. 
 
    “Lunch today?” Mika raised a quizzical eyebrow and grinned slowly, knowing she would be sleeping late again. 
 
    “Yes.” Leah smiled. 
 
    They passed the first two weeks of June, dining together every day and having endless discussions deep into the night. Both were amazed at how easy it was to share their thoughts, hopes, and even dreams with one another. 
 
    On the evening of the fifteenth day, Leah told Mika their nightly tryst had to end. 
 
    “Have I done something to offend you?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Leah laughed. “My son Richard is coming home in the morning. He has been on vacation with his grandparents.” 
 
    A son! How had she missed that Leah had a son? A husband? Her heart stopped. Of course she had a husband. Women as beautiful as Leah always had a husband. 
 
    She stammered, “I-I didn’t know you had a son. Is your husband with him?” 
 
    “No,” Leah blurted. “There’s no husband. Richie is adopted.” 
 
    Leah spent the next hour telling Mika about her son. Everyone called him Richie. He was a good guitar player. He had taken lessons since he was six. He wasn’t very athletic, but Leah suspected that was because no one had the ability to work with him. He was a good boy, and she was obviously very proud of him. 
 
    “So, can we meet for breakfast tomorrow?” Mika inquired. “I would like to meet Richie.” 
 
    “Yes, I would like that. Richie will like you, too.” 
 
    The priest couldn’t remember when Mayor Leah Anthal had become so essential to her happiness, but she was. 
 
    ## 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3- Richie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday morning, Mika was starting on her second cup of coffee when a bouncing ball of energy flew through the door of the diner and flung himself into the arms of the waitress, Ruth.  
 
    “Ruth,” he cried, “I’ve missed you so much. You too, Naomi.” He beamed at the older woman before throwing himself into her arms. 
 
    “So, did you have a great vacation?” Ruth grinned lovingly at the boy. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m glad to get back home. I missed my mom so much.” 
 
    A beaming Leah followed him through the door, hanging back to give him room to greet his friends. His eyes widened in surprise when they fell on the priest.  
 
    “You’re a priest,” he exclaimed breathlessly. “What are you doing in our town?” 
 
    “I live here.” Mika shrugged “I’m the new parish priest.” She extended her hand to the boy, who eagerly shook it. “Priest Mika Cross.” She smiled as Richie pumped her hand in a vigorous handshake. At least someone in this town knows what a handshake is, Mika thought. 
 
    “Richie Anthal,” the boy introduced himself. “So, will you hear confessions and give absolution and save our souls?” the child asked excitedly. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” Mika laughed out loud. “Why don’t you join me for breakfast, and we can discuss just how much work I have waiting for me? I bet you can give me some tips.” 
 
    “Mom, is it okay?” The boy jumped up and down. “Can we eat with a priest?” 
 
    “Of course, dear.” Leah mouthed a “Thank you” to Mika. She had been concerned about how to introduce the priest into their lives, and Mika had made it so easy.  
 
    As Leah watched her interact with Richie, she thought Mika makes everything so easy. The three of them chatted away as if they had known each other for years, their breakfast running into the diner’s noontime business. 
 
    “Mostly I have been working on cleaning up the church,” Mika was answering Richie’s questions. “Want to see what we’ve done so far? I’m rather pleased with our progress.” 
 
    “Can I, Mom? Can I?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Leah smiled. “Can you?” 
 
    Richie looked bewildered by her turning the question on him. Mika leaned down and whispered something in the boy’s ear. 
 
    “I mean, may I, Mom? May I?” Richie grinned his sweetest grin. 
 
    “I suppose so. I need to run by the office and pick up a few things. I’ll pick you up at the church.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah called Mika about an hour later and asked her to send out Richie. 
 
    “Please come in,” Mika said, “I’d like you to see our progress.” 
 
    “I can’t today,” Leah said sharply. “I have a lot to do.” 
 
    “Ple-e-a-se let me stay a little longer,” Richie squealed in the background. “This is awesome.” 
 
    Mika chuckled. “Why don’t you let him stay a little longer? I promise to have him home by five. We still haven’t explored the secret passageways and lost rooms,” Mika lowered her voice to a deep growling whisper as if there was something ominous and dangerous in the unexplored places.  
 
    “Ple-e-a-se, Mom,” Richie squealed even louder. 
 
    “Okay.” Leah laughed, pleased to find her son so happy in the company of the young priest. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah was in the kitchen when Richie and Mika burst through the front door of the mansion. “. . . and then the gorilla grabbed the woman and began to climb the Empire State Building,” Richie was excitedly telling Mika about his favorite horror movie. 
 
    “Richie, run upstairs and wash your hands for dinner,” Leah called to her son from the kitchen. The boy started for the stairs then turned, running to his mother and giving her a hug. “I missed you so much, Mom,” he said. 
 
    Leah’s face lit up like a thousand candles. Mika thought she had never seen such pure joy on a mother’s face. 
 
    Leah looked up at her, including Mika in that same look of joy. 
 
    “You will stay for dinner, won’t you?” She raised an eyebrow. “I truly can make more than sandwiches.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Mika teased. 
 
    Mika and Richie placed dishes and silver on the table while Leah put the finishing touches on dinner.  
 
    Dinner was a delightful affair. Like his mother, Richie was well educated and brilliant. Mika was surprised at the subjects the boy could discuss intelligently. What an excellent job she has done raising him alone, Mika thought.  
 
    After dinner, they insisted that Leah rest in the study while they cleaned up the kitchen. “You know, your mother is the finest cook in all the land.” Mika grinned at Richie as they cleared the table.  
 
    “What a funny choice of words.” Richie grimaced. 
 
    “You’re right.” The priest laughed. “I should have said the finest cook in the whole wide world.” 
 
    Richie smiled sadly. “Yeah, that’s much better.” 
 
    Mika followed Richie into the study. “Dinner was delicious,” she told Leah. “Thank you so much for having me.” 
 
    “Oh, Priest, don’t leave.” Richie grabbed Mika’s hand and pulled her farther into the room. “I want you to watch King Kong with me.”  
 
    “I will have to take a rain check on that.” Mika smiled down at the small boy looking up at her so hopefully. “Tomorrow is Sunday, you know. It’s an early day for me.” 
 
    “And you need to get ready for bed, young man.” Leah walked to the boy and bent down to his eye level. “I will be up to tuck you in soon.” 
 
    He hugged his mother’s neck tightly and then offered a hug to the priest. Mika dropped to one knee and hugged the small boy, amazed at the strength of the child’s embrace. He clung to her briefly then ran upstairs. 
 
    “He seems quite taken with you.” Leah smiled as she walked Mika to the door.  
 
    “The feeling is mutual.” Mika nodded.  
 
    “Is the church in good enough condition for you to hold services tomorrow?” Leah questioned.  
 
    “No. I am going to conduct the Mass in Brighton Parish. Father Dalton had an illness in the family and asked me to fill in for him. I am truly very excited. Would you and Richie like to join me?” 
 
    “No! No,” she answered quickly. “We have a lot of catching up to do. He’s been gone for three weeks.” 
 
    “Of course.” Mika agreed and walked down the front steps without looking back. 
 
    Leah missed her already. It would be the first night since she’d met her that they wouldn’t talk all night. She was thrilled with the priest’s friendship and the way Richie had taken to her. Richie needed a good role model in his life. While Samson was the perfect grandfather, he didn’t seem to be quite as in touch with the real world as the priest. Disappointment filled her as she realized she would have no excuse to see Mika tomorrow.  
 
    ## 
 
    Mika was pleased with the way Mass had gone. She had lunch with some of Brighton’s citizens, then headed to her church. She spent two hours reading the scripture, although she knew the Bible by heart. Then she spent an hour on her knees with her Lord. 
 
    Mika and God had a close relationship. Mika knew what she was supposed to do. God’s plan for her was very clear in her mind, and she was in total agreement with her Lord’s wishes. Still, she prayed for the strength to deal with Leah Anthal. 
 
    Mika discovered that the second floor of the rectory gave her an exceptional view of the mayor’s home. She hadn’t seen her today and was very anxious that a day might pass without Leah in it. As she watched the mansion, she saw Leah and Richie run onto the expansive stretch of lawn behind the mansion. Mika smiled as she realized that Leah was trying to teach the boy how to pitch a baseball. 
 
    Enter Mika Cross, she thought as she hurried down the stairs and up the road to the mansion.  
 
    “I bet Priest Mika could teach me how to pitch,” Richie yelled to his mother, who was chasing a ball he had wildly thrown. 
 
    “Well, Mika isn’t here,” a panting Leah answered her son. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” Mika grinned as she stepped from the shadow of the house into the back yard.  
 
    “Oh! My prayers have been answered,” squealed a dramatic Richie, running to the priest. 
 
    Mine too, thought Leah as she watched Mika stride toward them. She is probably good at this. She looks like an athlete. 
 
    “I hope I’m not interfering.” Mika laughed as the boy tackled her around the legs. 
 
    “Tell Mom it’s not my pitching. It’s her catching,” Richie pleaded, grabbing Mika’s hand and leading her toward his mother. 
 
    Mika’s breath caught as she looked at Richie’s incredibly beautiful mother. Her hair was tousled, and her face was pink with exertion. A light sheen of perspiration covered her neck and chest. Her full, red lips smiled the most amazing smile Mika had ever seen. It was the most imperfect she had ever seen Leah, and she was just perfect. 
 
    She took the ball from Leah’s hand and pitched it to Richie. “I will trade an hour of baseball practice for a glass of lemonade,” she said, grinning.  
 
    “Thank you,” Leah said as she laughed.  
 
    Richie and Mika made a quick run to pick up Mika’s ball glove. They were practicing when Leah brought a tray of lemonade onto the veranda. 
 
    “The key is not to throw as hard as you can, but to throw as accurately as you can.” Mika was bent over, eye level with the boy. “Now, consider my glove a target, and you want to hit it. Not hard, just hit it. Okay?” 
 
    After a few wild throws, which Mika miraculously caught, Richie seemed to gain control of the ball and was either right on the glove or very close. Mika was impressed with the child’s ability. 
 
    “I believe we have earned a glass of lemonade.” The priest laughed as Richie sailed the ball right into her glove. She put an arm around the boy's shoulder and walked him to the veranda, where his mother was waiting.  
 
    “For an eleven-year-old, he’s good,” Mika informed her. “He’s getting his accuracy down and picking up his speed. Where does he play?” 
 
    “Nowhere.” Richie hung his head. “Neither our school nor our community has a ball league.” 
 
    “Maybe we can change that.” Mika smiled at the boy.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 - Christmas-Card Town
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mika hired the miners, who oddly enough turned out to be twelve men with an incredible work ethic. She was surprised to find they were named after the sons of Jacob from the Old Testament: Joseph, Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin. They were capable and accomplished every task quickly and correctly. They had restored the rectory first to provide the priest a place to live. The past five months of Mika’s life was filled with working to renovate the church and spending time with the mayor and her son. 
 
    The community had accepted Mika and her easy, non-judgmental way. She was witty and gracious. An excellent dancer and conversationalist, she was a welcome guest at all gatherings. Of course, there was the fact that the repairs on the cathedral and rectory had poured almost two million dollars into the economy of the town. The priest seemed to have carte blanche when it came to expenses for the church. Everyone was thankful for that.  
 
    June ran into December with Mika spending every free minute with Leah and Richie. They played ball, took hikes, attended town functions, had movie nights at the mansion, and became regarded as a threesome at every event.  
 
    Mika and Richie spent hours working on their special project—something to surprise Leah. The mayor often received invitations to parties and private functions addressed to Priest Mika and Leah Anthal. 
 
    The priest found that she loved Richie as if he were her son. Every hurt Richie endured; Mika felt in her soul. She worked hard to shield the boy and his mother from all pain. The woman of God could tell by the way they clung to each other that they had endured more than their share of suffering. She didn’t know why. 
 
    The church was almost finished and ready for use. Mika was excited about holding Christmas Mass in her new home. She planned to hold a service to consecrate the church and its grounds the week before Christmas Mass. 
 
    The town’s school closed the entire month of December to give the children time to enjoy the holidays and snow that always covered the town. 
 
    Ruth and Naomi sent out invitations to everyone in the town, inviting them to a Christmas party at the diner. Free food and drinks—with a limit on the number of drinks the miners could have. Naomi knew they could drink her out of house and home. 
 
    As if by magic, the town was decorated for the holidays with sparkling Christmas trees on every block and giant candy canes on each light post. A huge Christmas tree appeared in the town square, and twinkling lights sparkled everywhere. The town looked like a Christmas card. 
 
    Mika had no idea when the town transformed from a sleepy little snow-covered town into a living replica of the Christmas tradition, but she loved it. Her favorite was the skating rink that had been set up in the city park.  
 
    “Come on, Mika.” Richie pulled her hand, guiding her through the shoppers to the skating rink. “I need you to teach me to ice skate. I want to surprise my moms.” 
 
    Moms. There was that use of the plural form of mom. Mika had heard Richie use it often when he spoke of wanting to surprise Leah. Mika shrugged and followed Richie to the bench to lace on their skates. 
 
    Mika stood and skated backward away from the boy, circled back, and came to a halt in front of Richie, spraying him with small shards of ice. Richie squealed and laughed. “Teach me to do that.” 
 
    The priest pulled the child to his feet and held him as Richie slowly slid one foot in front of the other. Mika was amazed at how quickly the boy mastered the sport. He soon caught on to the push, glide premise of skating and let go of Mika’s hand. 
 
    Richie took several spills before skating off alone. He turned and headed back toward Mika, picking up speed. The boy turned his skates and skidded to a stop right in front of the priest, sending ice spraying all over her.  
 
    They practiced daily for two weeks before Richie felt confident enough to show his mom how good he could skate. They warmed up, waiting for Leah to join them. 
 
    “Oh, there’s my mom now. Watch this,” Richie squealed as he sped off toward the benches. 
 
    Mika’s heart jumped as she turned to greet the mayor, but it wasn’t Leah the boy was spraying with ice. Richie had skated into Emily Carver’s arms. 
 
    Mika watched as the sheriff ruffled Richie’s hair. The boy looked up at her with a big smile, then vigorously waved Mika over to them 
 
    “Mika taught me to ice skate,” he beamed, proud of his accomplishment. “Watch this.” 
 
    Before Mika could greet the sheriff, Richie caught her hand and pulled her further onto the ice. “Make me look good,” he grinned, and Mika did. They skated side by side, forward and backward, and did figure eights. For their finale, Richie moved away from the priest, then turned and headed back toward her, picking up speed as he approached. As it looked like Richie would sail by Mika, the priest swept him up, swinging him round and round, so the two of them formed a graceful pirouette on the ice. Mika gently set the boy back on the rink, and they skated hand in hand toward the sheriff, who had been joined by the mayor. 
 
    “That was breathtaking and scary.” Leah exhaled softly, and Mika realized the woman had watched the exhibition holding her breath. 
 
    “I would never let anything happen to him.” Mika smiled at Richie’s dark-haired mother. “You know I had everything under control, don’t you?” 
 
    She smiled one of her brilliant smiles. “Yes. I never worry when he’s with you. I didn’t even know Richie could skate.” 
 
    “We have been practicing for two weeks,” Richie said, grinning. “We wanted to surprise you. We’re going to enter the skating competition at the Winter Solstice Festival.” He giggled, pointing at Mika and then himself. “Mika arranged for the two of us to skate together.” 
 
    “Beautifully executed, Priest.” The sheriff smiled brightly. “Thank you for teaching our son how to skate. I look forward to watching your competition. Let’s go, kid. Grandma has supper waiting for us. See you tomorrow night at Naomi’s,” she threw back over her shoulder. 
 
    Our son! What is going on? Mika thought as she watched Emily walk away with the boy beside her. She swung her gaze to Leah, who only looked at her as if she didn’t understand the troubled look on Mika’s face. 
 
    “What?” Leah demanded. 
 
    “Our son? You and Emily have a son together?” she asked incredulously. “I have been with you every day for the last six months. We’ve discussed every topic imaginable and you never once thought it was important to tell me you have a son with Emily Carver. How is that even possible?” 
 
    A devastatingly beautiful smile slowly lit her gorgeous face as she realized what Mika was asking her. “Oh, no.” She laughed out loud. “It isn’t what you think.” 
 
    “I am not sure what I think,” Mika mumbled. 
 
    “Emily is Richie’s birth mother. She gave him up for adoption at birth, and I adopted him. Emily and Richie found each other last year. Emily wanted to be in his life, and I’m okay with that. I admit it took some getting used to, but we’ve worked it out. He lives with me, and Emily has him whenever she has time off. He sometimes spends the weekend with her, like this weekend. In the summer and the month of December, when school is out, she gets him during the week, and I get him on weekends.”  
 
    A look of relief crossed Mika’s face as Leah’s words registered with her, and she felt like the world’s biggest fool. 
 
    Leah tilted her head slightly and smiled in that maddening way she had. “Tell me, Priest, how did you think we would be sharing a son? You do know about the whole male/female thing and how that works, don’t you?” Her brown eyes sparkled as she teased Mika. 
 
    “I… It’s just that it would have been nice to know that bit of information.” Mika ducked her head and sat down on the bench to remove her ice skates.  
 
    “Want to join me at Naomi’s for dinner?” Mika looked up at Leah with her shy, little-girl smile, and Leah knew she would follow her anywhere. 
 
    Leah nodded yes and took her hand. Mika’s hand was warm and comforting, and Leah leaned against her shoulder, drinking in Mika’s warmth as they walked. She is such an innocent, Leah thought as she stole sideway glances at the beauty walking at her side. 
 
    As always, they slipped into their easy conversation. They discussed Richie’s athletic abilities and how quickly he had learned to ice skate. They discussed the upcoming Christmas party at Naomi’s and the Winter Solstice Festival. 
 
    “I hope it’s okay with you that Richie and I are going to skate in the Festival competition,” Mika said. “He wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    A frown furrowed Mika’s brow and she asked, “Is there a father in the picture?” 
 
    “Nick,” Leah spit out the word as if it left a bad taste in her mouth. “The town drunk.”  
 
    The priest nodded, recalling the inebriated man she had seen on several occasions at the diner. “I’m sorry, for Richie’s sake. Maybe I can help him. I have had good experiences working with alcoholics. They truly are tortured souls.” 
 
    Leah caught both of Mika’s hands in hers and turned to face the blonde, looking up into her deep blue eyes. “I believe you can, if anyone can.” 
 
    After dinner, they walked toward the mansion as a light snow started to fall. Mika was glad Richie was spending the night with Emily.  
 
    “It’s cold.” Leah’s breath frosted the air as she opened her front door. “Please come in and let me fix you a hot buttered rum. I promise it will keep you warm all the way home.” 
 
    Mika stepped inside the mansion that was now familiar to her. She slipped off her loafers, placed them beside the coat rack in the foyer, and followed Leah into the kitchen. 
 
    “Okay, let me get this straight.” Mika frowned, sliding onto a stool at the kitchen island. “Samson and Delilah are Emily’s parents and Richie’s grandparents, but they look the same age as Emily.” 
 
    “Great genes.” Leah smiled. 
 
    “Nick is Richie’s dad. Nick’s father is Mr. Legion, who owns half this town as far as I can tell. So that makes Legion Richie’s other grandfather. Legion is married to Jesse, so she is Richie’s step-grandmother. She also looks very young.” 
 
    “She is,” Leah agreed. “Trophy wife. Second marriage.” 
 
    “So that is all on Emily’s side of the family,” the priest continued, trying to get Richie’s family tree straight in her mind. “And you…what about your parents?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t bring much to the table,” Leah said casually. “Both of my parents are dead. I have no living relatives.” She didn’t add that she had killed them all. 
 
    “That must be very hard on you, especially around the holidays,” Mika said. 
 
    “Not really. Emily’s family—Samson and Delilah—always include me in holiday celebrations. For the most part, they’re decent people. We have a long history together.” 
 
    Mika finished her buttered rum and stood to leave. “I was wondering if I may escort you to the Christmas party tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I would like that.” Leah smiled up at her, then stood in her personal space. 
 
    Mika couldn’t take her eyes off Leah’s beautiful face: her dark brown eyes, almost going to black; her perfectly arched eyebrows; long, sweeping lashes; her flawless skin; and her lips, the most sensual lips she had ever seen. 
 
    Leah stood on her tiptoes and lightly touched her lips to Mika’s. Fire shot through the priest. Mika pulled Leah against her, pressing their lips together. Leah moved her full lower lip against hers, sending shockwaves throughout Mika’s body. Leah slipped her tongue between Mika’s lips, asking for more. Mika gladly gave her access, reveling in the feel of Leah’s soft lips. Leah’s tongue-teased Mika’s then she put her arms around her neck, flattening the entire length of her body against Mika. “I want you,” she whispered. Mika moaned and bent to sweep her up in her arms. She started up the stairs to the bedroom. 
 
    “I…I can’t do this, Leah,” she moaned. “It’s against the rules.” She bolted out the front door. 
 
    Leah stood looking where Mika had disappeared out the door. She suddenly felt cold. A shiver ran up her body. She wondered if Mika was even aware that her shoes were still sitting in the foyer. I need a good stiff drink, Leah thought as she headed toward the study. 
 
    Way to go, Leah, she chastised herself. You can really pick them, girl. First a cruel king, then the sheriff, and now a priest, for God’s sake. All forbidden loves. Oram’s. Since Mika, she couldn’t even remember Oram’s full name. Emily Carver, the sheriff; only Emily hadn’t been strong enough to withstand the social and parental pressures of dating the Wicked Queen. 
 
    She took a sip of the Scotch and swallowed it slowly, letting the liquor burn down her throat and into her stomach. Why did I kiss Mika? I’ve ruined everything. She hadn’t been able to stop herself. Totally immodest, she knew she was a beautiful woman. Looking up at Mika, who was mesmerized by her beauty, she knew Mika wanted her as much as she wanted the blonde. Heat flashed through her body as she recalled Mika’s firm, demanding lips on hers. The way her strong arms had crushed Leah against her body. She couldn’t live without Mika. No matter what it took, she had to have a daily dose of Mika Cross. Be it platonic or sexual, she had to have Mika in her life. 
 
    Leah jumped when her phone rang. She saw Mika’s beautiful face come on her screen. She pushed the accept button, thankfully bringing Mika back into her life. 
 
    “Leah,” Mika’s voice was soft and sensual, “I’m sorry. I would never hurt you or take advantage of you. I love you, but there is nothing I can do about it. If you never want to see me again, I understand and will keep my distance. Leah, please say something,” she pleaded. 
 
    Leah’s heart soared. She loves me. Forbidden love, but she loves me, nevertheless. “You left your shoes in my foyer,” she said, breaking the silence. “I bet you’re afraid to come for them tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid. I couldn’t walk away from you twice in one night.” Mika’s voice was still hoarse with desire. 
 
    “Then I’ll see you at breakfast tomorrow.” She was back in control. “Do you have another pair of shoes?” 
 
    “Tennis shoes.” Mika’s voice lightened as she realized Leah wasn’t going to hate her. “I love you, Leah.” Without waiting for her reply, Mika broke the connection between their phones. 
 
    Mika was lying in the darkness when her phone dinged an incoming message. She looked at her screen and her heart beat faster. The message simply said, “I care for you, too.” A smile stole across Mika’s face. 
 
    Two tortured souls lay in two separate houses, in two separate beds, and thought about all the secrets they tightly held. Secrets that should be shared with the other, but neither knew where to begin. 
 
    ## 
 
    Saturday morning, Mika bound down the stairs two at a time, hoping Leah would already be in the diner. Before she entered the back door, she could already hear the buzz of diners ordering breakfast. There she was, sitting in their booth, perusing the menu, oblivious to those around her. Mika stood in the shadow of the stairs and took a good long look at Leah. If she could do nothing else for the rest of her life, she would be satisfied just to view her beauty. She silently thanked her God for the millionth time for allowing such a magnificent creature to grace her life. 
 
    Waiting to get her pounding heart under control, Mika took deep breaths before entering the diner. 
 
    Leah didn’t look up. She had been aware of Mika as soon as she opened the back door. She knew Mika was studying her, wanting her. That was enough. She bowed her head as a knowing smile crossed her face. 
 
    Mika slid into the booth with her, touching her hand briefly. “Good morning, beautiful.” She smiled and was rewarded with a brilliant smile in return. Her heart leaped. “Did you bring my shoes?”  
 
    “No,” Leah teased. “You need to be woman enough to get them. Just be thankful they weren’t under my bed this morning.” She smiled as a light pink blush made its way up Mika’s neck to the top of her blonde head. 
 
    “Again, I apologize. It is difficult to be with you,” Mika whispered. I am in so far over my head, she thought. 
 
    “I know,” Leah answered truthfully. 
 
    “Is Richie going to be able to practice with me today?” Mika changed the subject, wanting to slow the beating of her heart. 
 
    “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Emily.” She took a sip of her coffee, running her tongue over her lower lip, intentionally setting Mika on fire. 
 
    “Do you skate?” Mika asked, trying to pull her eyes away from Leah’s gorgeous lips. 
 
    “Yes. I do.” Leah frowned as if trying to remember something. “It has been a long time.” 
 
    “Let’s go skating when we finish here.” Mika grinned. “It will give me a good excuse to put my arms around you.” Two can play your little game, she thought.  
 
    Samson, Emily, and Richie rushed through the door of the diner, letting in a little swirl of snow and cold air.  
 
    “Mom! Mika.” The beaming boy slid into the seat next to his mother, giving her a sideways hug. “We were just looking for you. Are we practicing today?” 
 
    “Mika was just asking that same question.” Leah smiled at her son, pulling him close beside her, her arm around his shoulders. 
 
    “Your mom said I would need to check with Emily.” Mika looked questioningly at the sheriff. 
 
    “Sure.” Emily shrugged. “That will give us time to get in some Christmas shopping.” 
 
    “Delilah and I are looking forward to the consecration ceremony.” Samson stepped forward and shook hands with the priest. “You have done amazing things with the cathedral. It truly is beautiful. We’re excited. It will be our first Christmas Mass in thirty years.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. It is,” Delilah agreed. “Have you seen what Priest Mika has done with the inside of the church, Leah, dear?” 
 
    Leah shot the woman a go to hell look and stood up. 
 
    “You’d better do it quickly,” Emily added. “You know, before the consecration and all.” 
 
    Leah looked at Emily as if the sheriff had kicked her in the stomach and shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Leah, I’m sorry,” Emily almost cried. “I didn’t mean that. I…” 
 
    “That has always been the problem,” Leah growled through clenched teeth, “you do mean it.” 
 
    Mika watched in fascination as a scene she didn’t understand unfolded right in front of her. Although the words were civil, they seemed to be filled with double entendre. She rose quickly to take the mayor’s arm. 
 
    “We’ll be at the skating rink when you’re ready to practice.” She shot a questioning glance at Richie, who also seemed to be upset at the way his grandparents and Emily were treating his mother. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Mika asked as they walked toward the skating rink. 
 
    “Oh, just Samson coming on strong,” Leah said. “I need to run by the house and get my skates.”  
 
    They walked in silence until they entered the mansion.  
 
    As soon as the door closed behind them, Mika took Leah in her arms and kissed her, a long, gentle kiss, siphoning all the pain and sorrow from her body. She loved the feeling of Leah’s soft lips moving against hers. It was a feeling that had haunted her dreams at night.  
 
    “I can’t stand to see that look in your eyes,” she whispered into her hair. “Just give me a chance, Leah. I’ll fix us,” Mika promised.  
 
    Deep inside, Leah knew she would. She had come to know that the priest could fix anything, and she trusted her. 
 
    She marveled at how easily they had become a couple. It seemed that Mika had always been in her life. She knew she needed her. 
 
    Later they stopped by Mika’s room to get her skates.  The family was at the skating rink when the couple arrived. 
 
    Mika went to her knees in front of Leah, slipping off her snow boots and putting on her skates, as if she had been doing it all her life. She laced them up then sat down beside Leah to put on her own skates. 
 
    “I rather like having you around, Priest,” Leah teased. “Especially the part where you dropped to your knees.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled. “Because I plan on being around for a very long time…like, say for all eternity.” 
 
    Leah shot Mika the strangest look she couldn’t fathom.  
 
    “Just teasing,” Mika said, pulling Leah to her feet. 
 
    She put her arm around Leah, allowing her hand to rest on the brunette’s tiny waist. Leah was an incredible skater. She was extremely responsive, anticipating Mika’s every move. Someone turned on the park’s public sound system, and “When a Woman Loves a Woman” blared across the skating rink. Somewhere in the back of her mind Mika recalled that a couple named Underhill and Martini had won world skating titles while skating to the song. 
 
    “You want to do this, Leah?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered as Mika moved her across the ice.  
 
    They skated like no one in the town had ever seen. It was truly poetry in motion. They were oblivious to the onlookers, feeling only each other’s bodies. Mika lifted Leah over her head, sliding her down her back and pulling her up from between her legs until Leah was pressed hard against her breast. The two of them held each other tightly, skating as one. She effortlessly lifted Leah high over her head, dropped, and then caught her inches before impact with the ice. She twirled Leah then pulled Leah against her, spinning her around, so Mika was behind her. Mika’s hands spread sensually over Leah’s stomach and lower abdomen. Her powerful muscles ground into Leah’s hips as she pushed hard against her to pick up the speed to take them into their final maneuver. As the song ended, they discovered they were looking into each other’s eyes. Leah’s hands were on Mika’s hips, pulling her into her while Mika held Leah tightly against her, one hand spread across her hips and one hand on the small of her back. 
 
    Thundering applause exploded from the crowd that had gathered around the skating rink. Ruth let out a howl that was surely heard in the next state. Everyone flooded onto the ice, exclaiming the mayor and priest were incredible skaters. 
 
    Richie stared, his mouth gaping open as his mother and Mika skated toward him. “Oh my gosh, Mom,” he whispered in awe, “you are an awesome skater. I didn’t know you could do that.” 
 
    “Does everything you two do have to scream sex?” Emily growled in Leah’s ear. 
 
    “I am afraid so, dear.” Leah smiled slightly, still a little shaken by the remarkable exhibition she and Mika had just performed. From where did that come? I’m a good skater, but not that good, she thought.  
 
    “Oh my God. I mean, oh my God,” Ruth panted. “You two are so…so…so hot,” she blurted out. “You have to skate that in the competition at the Festival.” 
 
    Emily mumbled something about taking a cold shower and hurried away. 
 
    Despite the frigid weather, Delilah was fanning herself as if her hair were on fire, and Samson was drooling down the front of his jacket.  
 
    Richie pulled Mika and his mother off to the side. “Can you teach me to do that?” He grinned, thinking how his classmate Mary would feel in his arms. 
 
    Mika suppressed a laugh and said, “Your partner is fifty percent of the show. Do you have a partner in mind?” 
 
    “You and I will talk later.” Richie wiggled his eyebrows at the priest and skated off to join his friends on the ice. 
 
    At the bench, Mika knelt to remove Leah’s skates as she studied her carefully. She had always considered Mika strong, but her strength was incredible. The way she had kept them both moving while running her hands firmly all over Leah’s body. Leah felt as if Mika had just made love to her on the ice in front of the entire town. A burning desire swept through her. She had to close her eyes to stop the world from spinning. 
 
    “That was incredible,” she breathed at last. “Simply incredible.” 
 
    Mika overcame the strongest urge to bend down and kiss her. “I better go practice with Richie,” she said hoarsely. “Do you want to watch, or do you have other things to do?” 
 
    “Watch,” Leah whispered, not trusting her legs to hold her. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Can you teach me to skate like that?” Richie grinned as they skated a cool-down routine after their practice. 
 
    “You will need a good partner,” Mika reminded him. “Your mother is extraordinary.” 
 
    Richie looked at the priest. “Everyone in the crowd said it looked like you and Mom were making love on the ice.” 
 
    “Good skaters also have to be good actors,” Mika explained. “You know we were skating to a love song, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” A light seemed to come on in the boy’s head. “Of course.” 
 
    “So, I never knew you could skate like that.” Emily joined Leah on the bench. “Knew you could dance awesomely, but not skate. You guys must practice two or three times a day.” 
 
    “No,” answered the mayor. “That is the first time we have ever skated together.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” Emily huffed. She studied the mayor carefully. “You are dying for her, aren’t you?” she whispered in Leah’s ear. “How long has it been? No one since me, right? Over a year. If you need someone to help, you take the edge off—” 
 
    “Get the hell away from me, Emily,” Leah growled, her dark eyes glowering. 
 
     “For Christ’s sake, Leah, she’s a priest.” The sheriff clenched her teeth. “A gorgeous hunk of a woman, but still a priest!” 
 
    Mika made a concentrated effort to spray the sheriff with as much ice as possible while Richie spewed a small amount onto his brunette Mother. 
 
    “Get your snow boots on, kid. We have to get ready for the Christmas party tonight.” Emily frowned at her son. 
 
    Richie caught Leah’s hand. “You’ll be there, won’t you, Mom? You and Mika.” 
 
    “Of course, dear.” She smiled sweetly at her son. 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Mika grinned. “It will be my first Christmas party in this town.” 
 
    Richie looked back at them longingly as he and Emily walked away. 
 
    “How about a cup of hot chocolate?” Mika rubbed her hands together. “Skating with you made my blood boil, but I am beginning to cool down now.” 
 
    Mika had settled into a comfortable relationship with Leah and didn’t hesitate to let her know when she affected her erotically. 
 
    Over the hot chocolate they made plans for the Christmas party, then she walked Leah home. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah had insisted on driving her car to the party, as it was getting colder, and she didn’t want Mika walking her home and then walking back to the rectory. In her heart, she hoped Mika would spend the night with her. Mika wanted to do anything that would extend their time together. 
 
    The Christmas party was in full swing when Mika walked into the diner, her eyes searching for Leah. Ruth watched her eyes light up as she located the mayor. Mika nodded to Leah then made her way to their booth in the back, leaving Leah to visit with the townspeople gathered around her. They were still congratulating her on the beautiful skating exhibition earlier that day. 
 
    Delilah watched the priest from across the room. There was something vaguely familiar about her. She couldn’t put her finger on it. She joined Mika in the booth. “That was an incredible show of strength and agility this afternoon.” She smiled. 
 
    “Thank you. I did enjoy it.” Mika smiled back. “I have always enjoyed skating, and I am delighted that Richie has taken to it so quickly.” 
 
    “You know, Priest, I had the sheriff run a background check on you when you first arrived here,” Delilah told her. “I found you have impeccable credentials and are considered one of the real rising stars in the Catholic Church. It appears that you are even a personal friend of the Pope.”  
 
    Mika raised her eyebrows questioningly, wondering where this was going. 
 
    “So, my question for you,” Delilah said as she leaned closer to the priest, “is why are you risking it all by cavorting with Leah Anthal?” 
 
    The priest’s eyes opened wide, but she answered calmly, “Delilah, I only have to answer to God for myself. But, if you need to know, I have found Mayor Anthal to be one of the few truly honest and straightforward people in this town. She isn’t judgmental or cruel. She runs this town justly, making decisions that benefit everyone, not just a few. She has befriended me and given me a vast amount of help and guidance in rebuilding the cathedral. She is an incredible mother and has done a remarkable job of raising her son. I think one only needs to look at Richie to know what a truly exceptional person Leah is. So, you see, I don’t think my relationship with the mayor is going to keep me out of heaven. Can you say the same about your relationship with her?” 
 
    Taken back by the priest’s answer, Delilah quickly excused himself and headed for the counter and another glass of wine. 
 
    Leah finally joined Mika, sidestepping a drunk Nick. “I saw you visiting with Delilah.” She flashed her best fake smile.  
 
    “You are such a phony.” Mika laughed. “You find Delilah a bit pretentious, don’t you?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” Leah shrugged. 
 
    “Mika, Mika, look what Emily got me!” An excited Richie burst into the diner and ran directly to Mika, holding a wiggling ball of fur. 
 
    “Whoa, good job, Sheriff.” The priest laughed. “It seems you have made a little boy extremely happy.” 
 
    “Let me see that dog.” Nick lunged toward Richie, grabbing for the puppy.  
 
    Mika quickly stood up, pushing Richie and the puppy behind her.  
 
    “Get out of my way,” snarled Nick. “He’s my kid. I’m his dad, and I won’t have him running to you. I don’t care if you are shagging the Wicked Queen.” 
 
    What in the world is this man talking about? Mika thought. She glanced behind her to make certain Richie was okay. Nick instantly swung his fist, blindsiding the priest. He cut a gash in Mika’s cheek, sending blood everywhere. He threw another punch. Expecting the second blow, the priest caught Nick’s arm midair and twisted it behind his back, shoving his face up against the wall away from Richie and Leah. 
 
    “I never have, nor will I ever, shag an evil anything,” the priest growled through clenched teeth, spitting out the word “shag” as if something filthy had found its way into her mouth. She intentionally shoved the drunk’s arm higher up his back, causing Nick agonizing pain. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you, Nick?” An angry sheriff moved quickly through the room of partyers and handcuffed her ex.  
 
    “My son ran to her with the puppy,” Nick slurred. “I’m his father. He should run to me.” 
 
    “Jeez.” Emily exhaled sharply. “This is Mika Cross, our new parish priest.” 
 
    Nick shook his head as if trying to focus his vision. He noticed the priest’s collar. “Oops, my bad,” he slurred as he passed out. 
 
    Leah was instantly blotting Mika’s cheek with a napkin she had soaked in the glass of ice water on the table.  
 
    Holding the cold compress on her cheek, Mika let the mayor move her toward the door as she mumbled something about stitches and doctors. Once she had Mika in the car, she inspected the wound. It was deep and would leave a scar. She used magic to heal the injury. When she removed the napkin, only a small cut remained. “So much blood for such a small cut,” she clicked her tongue.  
 
    The back door of the car swung open, and an angry Richie jumped into the car. “I am sorry, Mika,” the child began. “My Dad…he sometimes acts without thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Richie.” Mika smiled. “I am fine.” 
 
    Once they were in the mansion, Leah settled Mika on the sofa in the study while Richie brought her a glass of brandy. 
 
    “Hey,” she laughed at the solemn faces staring at her, “it’s all good. Let’s go back to the party. We’re not going to let some fellow with a little too much of the spirits in him ruin our Christmas party. Also, we have a puppy to bring home.” 
 
    “I do need to get my puppy!” Richie exclaimed. 
 
    Leah smiled. “Let me change clothes right quick. I just realized I am covered in blood.” 
 
    A lot of blood, thought Mika as she stood. “I’m just going to wash my hands,” she said as she headed for the powder room. 
 
    Mika examined her face in the bright lights of the mirror. Her cut was minuscule compared to the amount of blood she had lost. 
 
    Mika and Richie were talking in the study as Leah approached the room.  
 
    “…it is truly okay,” the priest reassured the boy. “Your dad loves you but has a lot of guilt issues to resolve.” 
 
    As if an afterthought, Mika asked Richie, “What did he mean by that sordid remark about a Wicked Queen?” 
 
    “Some people call my mom that,” Richie responded quickly. “You know she does run this town with an iron fist and some people consider her a real badass. They jokingly call her ‘Your Majesty’ and the ‘Wicked Queen.’” 
 
    “What a colorful description of me.” A veiled glance passed between mother and son as Leah entered the room. 
 
    She was even more beautiful than she had been earlier. She had donned a royal blue dress with a low neckline revealing just enough cleavage to make one want to see more, much more. The fitted skirt went down below her knees with a side slit that rose above her knee, again, revealing just enough of her thigh to make one thirsty 
 
    As they approached the diner, they realized the party had died down. Although the place was still full of people, the merrymaking that had begun earlier in the evening had diminished after Nick’s attack on Mika. 
 
    Mika threw open the door, and she and Richie yelled in unison, “We-e-e-e-e’re back.” 
 
    Ruth hooted and led the applause as the three entered the diner. Richie’s friends instantly engulfed the youngster and ran to their private booth, off limits to adults. 
 
    Leah smiled as she watched her son grinning from ear to ear, happy that the other children weren’t holding Nick’s outburst against him. 
 
    She instinctively clutched Mika’s arm as she led them toward their booth. She wondered when it had become “their booth,” realizing that no one else ever sat there. 
 
    She sat down as Ruth brought them eggnog. “So glad you two came back,” she giggled. “This party sort of fizzled out after you left. It’s good to have our power couple back.” 
 
    Mika whispered something in Ruth’s ear, and she grinned like a schoolgirl. 
 
    Leah reached across the table, taking her hands. “What? Am I not woman enough for you? You have to flirt with the waitresses too?” she teased. 
 
    The jukebox blared, and Mika led her to the small dance floor at the back of the diner. “I asked her to play our song,” she said. 
 
    The aching sounds of When a Woman Loves a Woman wailed into the night as Mika pulled her close against her, softly singing the words into her ear as they danced.  
 
    An upbeat song sprang from the jukebox. Its driving beat drew the young people to the floor. Leah and Mika made their way back to their booth. 
 
    The sheriff approached their booth to apologize for Nick’s actions. “Sometimes he just gets too much to drink, and it isn’t pretty,” she explained apologetically. “I just wanted to thank you, Priest, for being such a great role model for Richie.” 
 
    The record on the jukebox changed, and the rocking beat of ABBA’s Super Trooper filled the room. “I’m guessing you don’t do fast, right, Priest?” Emily grinned and held her hand out to Leah. “So this dance must be mine.” 
 
    Mika saw a look of abhorrence flit across Leah’s face as she hung her head. 
 
    “You guessed wrong,” Mika said, rising to capture Leah’s hand and lead her to the dance floor.  
 
    “Thank you,” Leah exhaled as Mika swept her into her arms and began to whirl her around to the beat of the music. 
 
    “My pleasure.” Mika smiled, swinging her away from her then pulling her back against her and holding her tightly as they moved in perfect synchronization around the floor. 
 
    When they returned to their table, she asked Ruth for a marker and a large piece of paper. When Ruth brought the items to her, she folded the paper in half and made a tent sign on both sides that said, “Leah’s Dance Card Is Full.” She placed it in the center of the table so everyone could see it. 
 
    “That should solve that problem.” She grinned. 
 
    Leah laughed out loud, and it made Mika’s heart beat faster, pleased that she had made her happy. She wanted to write it in huge letters on the wall and the ceiling: “Leah’s Dance Card Is Full.” 
 
    “This town is obsessed with ABBA.” Leah smiled, pulling Mika from her vision of herself writing on the ceiling, Michelangelo style. “You will hear their songs a lot. Weddings, birthday parties, you name it—ABBA will be there.” 
 
    “Just so happens, I love ABBA.” Mika grinned, happy just to be with her. They could play Old McDonald Had a Farm for all she cared, just as long as Leah was by her side. 
 
    The Christmas party broke up around two in the morning as partygoers began to say good night and thank Ruth and Naomi for a great time. 
 
    After they had said their goodbyes, Mika carried a sleeping Richie to the car. ‘Oops, I forgot my purse.” Leah ran back to the diner. Once inside, she hugged Ruth and Naomi again, thanking them for the invitation. She looked around the diner at the mess guests had left for the two women to clean. With a flick of her wrist, everything was perfect and ready for business in the morning. The women thanked her profusely for her thoughtfulness and dragged their tired bodies to bed. 
 
    Mika opened the door on the driver’s side to let Leah in. 
 
    “I am going to the rectory,” she declared, and Leah knew Mika didn’t trust herself with her tonight. 
 
    Mika leaned in and kissed her softly. “We need to talk tomorrow about this…this…what we have between us.” 
 
    Leah smiled a slow, sad smile and simply nodded. 
 
    ## 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 - The Rules
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mika stood in the dark, looking out the second-floor window of the rectory. She had a clear view of the mansion from her bedroom. She saw the light was still on in Leah’s room. She saw her walk out onto the balcony, wearing a pair of silver-blue silk pajamas that reflected the moon in dancing iridescent colors. Leah leaned on the railing and looked toward the rectory. Mika was glad she had the lights out, otherwise Leah would have seen her watching. Shortly after Leah left her balcony, all the lights in the mansion went out. 
 
    She showered, then climbed into bed, leaving the blanket off her burning body. Her mind kept replaying the day. The ice skating had awakened a longing in her she had never known. Holding Leah so close, so tightly; feeling her slide down her body, her hands gliding over Mika’s muscles, then clinging desperately to her, trusting her. She thought about her hands moving over every inch of Leah’s body as she had effortlessly moved her to the music, sending her away then pulling her back, lifting her high overhead, sliding Leah down her body then holding her tightly. 
 
    She thought about the Christmas party. What could have been a disaster had ended as a beautiful night with Leah and Richie. 
 
    “Shagging the Wicked Queen,” Nick’s words rang out in her mind. 
 
    Delilah’s words, “…cavorting with Leah Anthal?” 
 
    “Some people call my mom the Wicked Queen,” Richie had explained. 
 
    Mika sat straight up in bed, her mind racing. Oh God, what have I done? Of course, Nick thought I was sleeping with Leah. The entire town probably thinks that. 
 
    Of course they did. Didn’t she spend every minute she could steal with Leah and Richie? Didn’t they attend every function, outing, and party together? Didn’t they touch each other in a familiar way? What had Ruth called them—the town’s power couple? 
 
    Leah had offered her assistance, her understanding, and her kindness. Mika had repaid her by ruining her reputation. I must fix this. 
 
    The truth was, if she weren’t a priest, she would have slept with Leah months ago. But she was a priest, and it was against the rules. 
 
    She had to make this right. 
 
    Mika thought about how comfortable she had become with Leah; how right it seemed to catch her hand when they walked. She thought about how much she looked forward to the end of the day when she could sit with Leah and listen to how her day had been, then share with her the happenings of her day.  
 
    Mika talked to her God, asking for guidance in the matter of Leah Anthal. Of course, her God already knew how much the priest loved the woman, and her God approved. Mika just had to follow the rules, run the gauntlet of obstacles God had laid out for both the priest and Leah. If either of them failed, the priest was lost forever. Mika knew what had to happen, but Leah didn’t even know she was playing the game. Mika prayed she could guide her to the reward at the end of the quest. 
 
    Her mind went to Maria. Maria had shown up at the convent where Leah was serving God. The nuns had taken Maria in and cared for her. She had a tiny baby and nowhere to go. Maria—like Leah—had bordered on madness.  
 
    She had stayed by Maria’s side, comforting her, befriending her. Mika had taught her to read and write. She made Maria realize all the reasons she had to live. Mika had watched her blossom and dedicate her life to God. She learned to laugh and sing again. Her baby thrived at the convent with many women to love it. 
 
    One day she and Maria had gone to the woods surrounding the convent to pick berries for pies. Maria had been so happy, swinging her basket and skipping backward, facing Mika as they walked. Maria had stumbled over a limb on the path. Mika had caught her in her arms. Maria had kissed her. 
 
    Mika had quickly pulled from her embrace. She wasn’t in love with Maria and didn’t want to give her the wrong idea. She explained she was a priest and couldn’t share a life with her. 
 
    That night, Maria had committed suicide. Mika had spent years trying to think how she could have saved her. Mika knew she could have been gentler with her. She was so intent on being honest with her that she had hurt her deeply. Maria’s face still haunted her.  
 
    The priest knew she had pulled Leah away from the abyss that had been waiting for her and shown her the many things for which she had to live. She was aware that in doing so, she had placed her own soul in Leah’s hands. 
 
    Just as Maria placed her soul in my hands, she thought. 
 
    She knew she had to make the rules clear to Leah. Tomorrow, she thought as sleep overtook her. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika’s ringing phone jerked her awake. She looked at the time—eleven thirty—then answered her phone. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead.” Leah’s soft, sultry voice woke the longing. “Care to join me for lunch?” 
 
    “Can’t get there fast enough,” she moaned. 
 
    “I have a short meeting, twenty minutes at the most. See you at the diner?” 
 
    Mika dressed hurriedly and was at the cafe five minutes early. The lunch crowd hadn’t started arriving yet, so she had the place to herself. Ruth brought her usual cup of black coffee. She caught the waitress’s wrist as she turned to leave. 
 
    “Ruth, you seem to keep current on all the gossip in this town.” Her throat went dry, and she exhaled sharply. “Is there gossip about Leah and me?” 
 
    Ruth’s eyes narrowed and seemed to change color. Mika shook her head and looked at her again. They were their usual brownish-green.  
 
    “What do you mean, Mika?” 
 
    Mika gulped her coffee. “What Nick said last night, are there rumors of me sleeping with the mayor?” 
 
    “Well, you two are very familiar with one another, almost like lovers,” Ruth answered her honestly. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she moaned, running her fingers through her hair, causing strands of blonde tresses to fall onto her forehead. “Ruth, I swear I have never…we never have…” 
 
    “I know,” the girl replied. “I tell everyone it isn’t true, and they believe me.” She smiled. “They know I can tell.” 
 
    Mika saw Leah through the glass before she opened the door. She was instantly at her side, guiding her to their table. 
 
    “I could have found you.” Leah laughed, delighted that Mika had jumped to greet her.  
 
    Seeing Samson and Delilah sitting close by, she added, “Even blind, I’d find you.” 
 
    Ruth giggled, and Delilah huffed. Once again, Mika had the feeling she was missing a joke shared by the other diners. 
 
    “They have tomato stuffed with chicken salad today.” She waited until Leah took her seat, then sat down across from her. “I know that’s one of your favorites, so I took the liberty of ordering for us.” Leah nodded her approval. 
 
    “Where is Richie?” Mika inquired. 
 
    “Emily is skating with him. She’s off today. She’s becoming one of your biggest fans.” Leah smiled. “After the way you protected him last night and taught him to ice skate and play ball. You know, all those athletic things at which she and I have failed so miserably.” 
 
    “Oh, but you bring so much more to the table.” Mika grinned. 
 
    Leah looked down then back up at Mika through hooded eyes, and she knew they were no longer thinking about Richie. 
 
    As they left the diner, Mika held her coat for her to put it on, then slipped her hand over hers, entwining their fingers. 
 
    “Is now a good time to talk?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I suppose it is as good as any.” Leah nodded. 
 
    They walked in silence to the mansion. 
 
    Mika hung their coats on the coat tree in the foyer, slipped off her shoes, and followed her into the kitchen where she was making a fresh pot of coffee. 
 
    Leah handed her a coffee mug and picked up her own, then led the way to the study and sat on the sofa. Mika chose to stand, slowly pacing the floor. 
 
    “Leah,” Mika drew a deep, shaky breath, “I am a firm believer in laying all of my cards on the table, and I want to be totally honest and fair with you.” 
 
    Leah hung her head. Here comes the big ‘it’s me and not you, but we must break off this relationship,” she thought.  
 
    “I love you. I have loved you from the first moment I laid eyes on you. I believe you have feelings for me, too,” Mika continued. “The problem is I’m a priest. I am not supposed to fall in love with anyone. It is the curse of my calling.” 
 
    Leah parted her lips to speak, but Mika stopped her. 
 
    “It’s no secret that I find you incredibly attractive and desirable. Unfortunately, I can’t act on that.” Mika blushed slightly. “I don’t want us to be dancing around each other wondering how the other feels, so I am going to lay it all out there.  
 
    “This is what I can offer you. I can promise always to be there for you and Richie. I will always respect and protect you. 
 
    “I will share all your times, the good ones and the bad ones. I will strive every day to let you know that you are loved and treasured above all things on this Earth. I will cherish you and put you above all others. I adore you and worship the ground on which you walk. I will never hurt you! 
 
    “What I cannot do is have a sexual relationship with you. I probably can’t marry you. 
 
    “I will understand if this is unacceptable to you. I will honor your wishes in this matter if you want to forget about me and move on.” 
 
    Leah raised her eyes to meet Mika’s and saw the tears in her eyes. “That is far more than anyone has ever offered me in my lifetime,” she cried softly. “I accept your terms, Mika. I don’t think I could bear to live a day without you in it. If this is how it must be, then I can live with it.” 
 
    Mika crossed the room quickly. Falling on her knees in front of Leah, she buried her face in Leah’s lap and cried like a baby. It was the first time in her life she had ever cried because of love. 
 
    Leah stroked Mika’s hair and down the nape of her neck. Her touch was gentle, with no hint of sexuality; just a woman, comforting a loved one. 
 
    Except for the no sex part, this is a perfect arrangement for me, Leah thought. I couldn’t marry her anyway. She would insist on a church wedding. If I set foot on consecrated ground, either the church or I would burst into flames. I prefer the church, but I have no guarantees. 
 
    After a long time, Mika stood and pulled Leah up to her. She kissed her gently as Leah clung to her. “We need a safe word.” She smiled. 
 
    “A what?!” Leah exclaimed. 
 
    Mika pulled Leah down beside her on the sofa. 
 
    “You know that you have a, umm, certain effect on me.” She grinned. “You say salacious things to me that send shockwaves throughout my body.” 
 
    “I don’t—” Leah started to argue. 
 
    Mika put her finger on Leah’s lips, cutting her off. “We are putting all our cards on the table. We must deal honestly with this and honestly, you are a heartless flirt.” 
 
    “I am,” Leah admitted meekly. “I often try to arouse you, but sometimes it is just teasing. I like to see you blush because then I know you are thinking the same thing as I. 
 
    “Okay, my cards on the table.” Leah grinned wickedly. “I daydream about you constantly, about the things I would like to do to you in bed, the things I would like you to do to me in bed. I can’t promise you I can ever stop that. You fill my thoughts twenty-four seven. 
 
    “I touch you in ways I know will send you reeling.” Leah tilted her head to the side slightly. “I brush up against you every chance I get just to see your eyes glaze over momentarily. I know you love my lips, so I run the tip of my tongue over them or rake my top teeth slowly over my bottom lip when I know you are watching me.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” Mika moaned. “Most of the time I can handle it, but sometimes I get in way over my head. Hence, I need a safe word.” 
 
    Leah threw her head back and laughed freely, loving Mika more than ever. “Okay! It needs to be a word that isn’t obviously a safe word. Something others won’t recognize as such. How about chocolate? We can always work the word chocolate into a sentence pretty easily.” 
 
    “Chocolate,” Mika repeated it. “Great word. By the way, I could kiss your lips a thousand times a day and never tire of the feel of them against mine.” 
 
    Mika leaned down and kissed Leah softly, and just to drive her crazy, Leah moved her full bottom lip slowly against hers.  
 
    “Chocolate,” Mika moaned. She cleared her throat. “I have petitioned the church to allow me to marry you.” 
 
    Leah’s head snapped up to stare at her, almost angrily. “I don’t think—” 
 
    “Please hear me out. I am not trying to trap you into marriage. The petition is just a wasted formality. The petitions never get approved. But from the feedback I received at the party last night, I believe some of the townspeople think I am sleeping with you, and I would like to put that rumor to rest.”  
 
    Mika pulled a beautiful ring from her pocket and slipped it on Leah’s finger. “If you would wear this and we could tell the world we are engaged, I could address the rumors from the pulpit and stop any further damage to your reputation.” 
 
    Leah couldn’t believe Mika was worried about her reputation. She certainly had a reputation, but not one Mika needed to worry about ruining. Perhaps Mika’s ploy would save her own reputation, so she would certainly go along with it. 
 
    Leah held her hand out in front of her. A two-carat brilliant pink marquise diamond was set deep in a wide gold band. Smaller, perfect white diamonds circled the large gem. The band had ancient engravings on it. The brilliant pink diamond was flawless. It made her hand look long and slender and even more elegant than usual. 
 
    “This is breathtaking,” Leah whispered. “It is ancient.” 
 
    “But not used.” Mika grinned. “I have had it for over three thousand years, and I have never given it to anyone.” 
 
    Leah laughed at Mika’s timeline error. “Not even in three thousand years, hmm? 
 
    “Okay, Priest, I will enter into this agreement with you. I promise to care for you and honor you. I will let no disrespect come to you because of me. What we have between us, I will always hold dearest in my heart and above all else. 
 
    “I can’t promise you I will give up trying to bed you, for I want you more than I have ever wanted anyone.” She smiled mischievously. “I, too, have been smitten with you from the moment you walked into my life.” 
 
    “I could ask for nothing more.” Mika kissed her oh so kissable lips several more times. 
 
    “We must always talk to each other about any problems or difficulties our relationship causes us so we can take steps together to resolve the issues,” Mika said seriously. “I don’t ever want you to feel that you are carrying a burden alone. I will always be here for you.” A small, cautious voice in the back of her mind whispered, She never said I love you. 
 
    Leah stood, looking again at her hand with the ring on it. This arrangement was not what she had dreamed of, but it was close enough. She couldn’t imagine her life without Mika in it. “Might as well see how it plays at the diner.” The ring caught the light and sparkled in her eyes. “I think we need to tell Richie first.” 
 
    They found Richie and Emily at the skating rink. The boy’s face lit up when he saw them. He raced toward them, coming to a screeching halt, sending ice spraying on both. 
 
    Leah feigned horror at being covered in ice pellets, and Mika laughed out loud. 
 
    “Did you come to practice our routine?” Richie grinned happily.  
 
    “If that is okay with your moms.” Mika nodded. 
 
    “Fine with me,” Emily groaned. “He wore me out an hour ago. I’d let the devil carry him off if it meant I could sit down.” She caught Leah’s gloved hand and dragged her to the benches. 
 
    She was shocked to find the mayor had a ring on under her glove. She knew Leah rarely wore rings. 
 
    “You’re wearing a ring.” She smirked peevishly. “Did Mika propose?” she asked facetiously. 
 
    “Why, yes she did.” Leah smiled her sweetest smile as she removed the glove from her left hand. 
 
    The sheriff caught her breath at the sight of the ring, “Leah,” she gasped, “that is the most gorgeous ring I have ever… Wait a minute. She’s a priest. How can…” 
 
    “It seems that priests can petition the church to marry. Mika has already taken those steps to get permission, so we thought we would go ahead and announce our engagement.” Leah beamed. 
 
    Emily and Leah silently watched Mika and Richie skate. Leah was surprised at the feeling of pride and happiness she had felt announcing that she was engaged to the priest. Emily’s dark countenance told Leah the sheriff didn’t share her joy. 
 
    Mika led Richie to the far side of the ice to talk to him about the engagement. She motioned for the boy to sit down on a bench. She wasn’t sure where to start. 
 
    “Richie, I must talk to you about something,” the priest began. 
 
    “I know you’re not sleeping with my mom,” the boy blurted out. “Emily queried me about it last night after Nick was awful. I told her, ‘No way.’ Then, of course, Ruth backed me up. She told Emily she had never smelled sex on you or Mom. Ruth said she smelled the want to, all the time, but not the deed. I’m not sure what that means.” 
 
    Mika was a little perturbed that such a conversation had taken place in front of her son—uh, Richie. 
 
    “That is what I want to talk to you about.” The priest looked the youngster in the eyes and said, “I love your mother more than anything, and I have asked her to marry me.” 
 
    “Hot damn.” Richie shoved a fist in the air and grinned ear to ear, looking much like his birth mother. “Uh, I mean awesome, Mika.” He skated off, then immediately circled back to Mika. “She did say yes, didn’t she?” 
 
    Mika nodded her head, and Richie sped off screaming like a banshee, heading for his mother’s arms. 
 
    Leah and Richie were squealing and laughing like two schoolgirls when Mika reached them. Sheriff Carver, not so much. “I suppose congratulations are in order,” Emily said sullenly. “I guess you know you are the luckiest woman alive.” 
 
    Mika nodded. She didn’t understand the look of sadness in Emily’s eyes. 
 
    “How about we head for the diner and hot chocolate?” Leah tried to walk, but the boy clung to her as if she might disappear, so she patiently waited while he continued to hug her, expressing his delight that she and Mika were going to be married. A pang of guilt shot through her. She hated tricking her son. 
 
    Richie held Leah’s hand in one hand and reached for Emily’s hand with the other. Mika walked on the other side of Leah, holding her left hand. 
 
    Once inside the diner, Mika helped the ladies with their coats. Leah slowly removed the glove from her left hand as if undecided about how to handle the commotion she knew it would cause. 
 
    Mika bent to whisper in her ear, “I do love you.” 
 
    The mayor immediately assumed her regal posture and walked toward their booth. 
 
    “My mom and Mika are getting married.” Richie was jumping up and down, excitedly making the announcement to everyone in the diner. 
 
    Emily explained the petition process to Ruth, who loudly howled. 
 
    “Oh, great, Emily just described to Ruth how this works with a priest and a layperson,” Leah whispered furiously to Mika. 
 
    The priest chuckled. “Leave it to the ever-articulate sheriff.” 
 
    Mika stood and walked slowly to the center of the diner and waited as the room went from a dull roar to total silence. “I know that you are all wondering how this works.” She smiled. “I will explain it before the consecration ceremony on Sunday evening and answer your questions.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Ruth yelled. 
 
    “Yeah! Way to go, Mika,” another voice chimed in. Soon most of the diners gathered around Leah and Mika’s table to wish them well and ooh and ah over her ring. 
 
    “That went well.” Mika held Leah’s hand after they left, pulling her closer as they walked to the mansion. 
 
    “It did,” Leah agreed. “Thanks to you getting ahead of it and telling them you would answer all their questions on Sunday. I admire the way you handle things. I find it very arousing the way you take care of things. All cards on the table, Priest, I want to take you home and make love to you so badly. I would love to be handled by you.” 
 
    “I-I,” Mika sputtered. 
 
    “It’s okay.” She smiled wistfully. “I know you feel the same way, but I’ll keep my end of the bargain." 
 
    ## 
 
    “Tomorrow will be a busy day for me,” Leah said as she handed Mika a hot buttered rum. “I have to visit the site for the new Lexus/Toyota dealership and go over the plans with the engineers. Then we will meet with the owner of the dealership to discuss tax breaks and infrastructure costs the city is willing to pay.” 
 
    Mika sat on the stool, watching Leah move confidently about her kitchen, stirring a large pot of spaghetti sauce and tasting it. She dipped a spoonful from the pan, blew it a few seconds to cool it, and then held the spoon up to Mika’s lips for her to taste it.  
 
    “Oh, that is so good!” she exclaimed. “I find you very desirable right now.” 
 
    Mika slid from the stool and quickly moved to hold her close. “May I?” She smiled. She smothered Leah’s “yes” with her lips, delighting in the feeling of Leah in her arms and her mouth moving so sensually against hers. 
 
    The back door flew open, and Richie ran into the kitchen. 
 
    “Ew, gouge out my eyes,” he squealed as he caught them kissing for the first time. 
 
    Mika released Leah’s lips, but not the hold around her waist. “Just get used to it, young man.” She laughed. “You will be living with this for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “That should scar him for life,” the sheriff said as she followed her son through the door. 
 
    “Emily.” Mika smiled, still holding Leah tightly against her. “You are just in time for dinner.” She raised a questioning eyebrow and Leah nodded. “My future wife makes excellent spaghetti. Please join us.” She reluctantly released her fiancée and took dishes from the cabinet to set the table. 
 
    “I think I will pass on that.” Emily shrugged. “We just came by to pick up some clean clothes for the kid and drop off these.” She dropped a duffle bag of dirty clothes on the floor. 
 
    “Please, Emily? I am starving, and I don’t think I can eat another grilled cheese sandwich,” Richie pleaded. “You know how good Mom’s spaghetti is.” 
 
    Emily acquiesced gracefully and helped the priest set the table while Richie ran upstairs to pack clean clothes. Mika noticed that Emily knew where everything was in the kitchen and surmised that she had once spent a lot of time at the mansion. 
 
    Dinner was a pleasant affair, with everyone discussing events of the past week and wondering what the upcoming week would bring. 
 
    “How are things going at the church?” Emily asked around a mouthful of spaghetti. 
 
    “Great.” Mika beamed. “I plan to begin hearing confessions tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is it an open or closed confessional?” Emily inquired quietly. 
 
    “It’s a closed confessional,” the priest replied. “It is unique. They don’t build them like that anymore. The two compartments are built into the church walls. They are very private. Each compartment has doors in and out. Parishioners can enter and exit through a door that leads to the outside of the church, or they can access from the inside of the church. It is spacious and comfortable. Of course, I sit on one side where I cannot see the confessor, only hear them. My side opens into my church office. There is a chair in the confessor’s compartment so they can sit if they want, and the kneelers are hewn from the wall.” 
 
    Leah listened in fascination as the priest talked about her work and how the church had progressed. 
 
    “I am sure the announcement concerning your marriage to Leah will ensure a full house for your consecration ceremony.” Emily smiled and turned her gaze to Leah “I guess I will see you there for the big announcement, eh?” 
 
    “I am aware there is quite a bit of misinformation circulating through the town.” Mika frowned, pulling the conversation away from the question directed to Leah. “I just want to give my parishioners the facts.” 
 
    After dinner, Mika helped clear the table while Emily went upstairs with Richie to help him finish packing. 
 
    “Why is Richie spending so much time with Emily?” Mika asked as she carried the dishes to the sink so Leah could load them into the dishwasher. 
 
    “Since he lives with me during the school year,” she said as she smiled sadly, “Emily gets him during holidays and most of the summer.” 
 
    “It makes sense you would have him during the school year.” Mika grinned. “You are obviously the brain trust here.” 
 
    Leah started the silent dishwasher and turned to find herself stumbling into Mika. She gasped as Mika caught her and once again held her close to kiss her. I could get used to this, she thought as Leah returned her kiss with much more passion than Mika had expected. 
 
    “Chocolate,” Mika murmured. 
 
    “Thanks again for dinner,” the sheriff said as she and Richie entered the room. “We’ll be heading home now. It’s getting late. Can we give you a ride, Mika? I think you and Richie need to plan a time for practice tomorrow.” 
 
    Although she desperately wanted to stay and talk with Leah, Mika thought it unwise. She accepted the sheriff’s invitation and followed her and Richie out the door.  
 
    She stopped to kiss Leah goodbye.  
 
    “Call me,” Leah whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika showered, then slipped into bed with thoughts of Leah dancing in her head. She was pleased with their plan so far. It wasn’t a charade. They truly did love each other. She reached for her phone and pushed the button that would bring Leah closer. 
 
    “Hi.” Leah’s voice was low and sultry. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “Shower,” Mika gulped. 
 
    “Mmm, a woman of few words.” Leah’s silky voice awakened the longing in Mika. “I like a woman of few words. I am in bed. Guess what I am wearing?” 
 
    “What?” Her question startled Mika. 
 
    “It’s called phone sex, darling.” Leah laughed. She is such an innocent. “We can talk dirty to each other, and you are still safe in your rectory. Now, guess what I am wearing.” 
 
    “You’re wearing silk pajamas. The blue ones that dance when they reflect the moonlight,” Mika whispered into the phone. “They button up the front, but you leave the top two buttons undone so one can get the full effect of how the top falls open to reveal just enough of your breasts to drive a person crazy.” 
 
    Leah was silent. Mika had correctly described what she was wearing. How did she know what— Leah rose from her bed and walked onto her balcony. She looked at the rectory. The room where she often saw the light burning into the early morning hours must be Mika’s bedroom.  
 
    “Why, Priest,” Leah teased salaciously, “I do believe you’re a peeping Tom.” 
 
    “I can only see you when you walk onto the balcony,” Mika explained hurriedly. “I never see you—” 
 
    “Naked,” she said seductively into the phone. 
 
    Mika felt a thin film of perspiration cover her body. Leah was setting her on fire, and she knew it. 
 
    “What do you have on, Priest?” she demanded. 
 
    “Nothing,” Mika said hoarsely. 
 
    Leah caught her breath loudly, and Mika smiled. She rather liked phone sex. Mika hoped visions of her would fill Leah’s sleep. She knew the brunette would haunt her sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 - Confessions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Priest Mika Cross was excited. It seemed like it had been centuries since she had taken confessions. She had arisen at five in the morning to read the scripture and pray. After three hours of talking to her God, the priest unlocked the church and swung open the heavy double doors. 
 
    Mika was in her office when she heard someone enter the confessional from outside. She quickly slipped into her side of the booth. 
 
    “Bless me, Priest Mika,” the voice was no more than a whisper. “For I have sinned.” 
 
    Apparently, the townspeople had been waiting for their opportunity to confess their sins. A steady stream of penitents visited the church throughout the day. By the time Mika locked the doors and headed to the diner, she was starving, exhausted and distressed. 
 
    She thanked her God when she saw Leah in the diner. She hadn’t had a chance to talk with her all day. While she was busy with confessions, Leah had spent the day with the owner of the new Lexus/Toyota dealership. 
 
    Mika slid into the booth across from Leah and took her hands. “Just let me look at you for a few minutes.” She exhaled sharply and realized she had been holding her breath all day, just waiting to be with Leah. The smile on Leah’s incredibly beautiful face made Mika’s unusual day melt away. Her eyes were sparkling. She’d had a good day. 
 
    Leah leaned across the table and kissed her softly, lingering a little longer than she should have. Pulling away from those lips was hard. 
 
    “How was your day, my love?” Mika smiled. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Leah beamed. “We have hammered out the main points of the dealership agreement and have only a few small details to finalize. I am very pleased with everything. How about you? How was your first day of confessions?” 
 
    “Troubling.” A frown settled on Mika’s lovely face. “But nothing I can discuss. Seal of confession and all that. I’m just glad to be with you and have some normalcy back in my life.”  
 
    They waited silently as Ruth placed their order on the table. Leah thought about Amber Stone, the owner of the new automobile dealership. There were many beautiful women in her town, but none rivaled the beauty of Amber Stone, except, of course, Leah. Leah knew she was the fairest of them all, but Ms. Stone was the first runner-up. She mentally listed Amber’s attributes: long blonde hair with natural streaks of lighter blonde, and green eyes that flashed when she laughed and darkened to deep emerald when she was serious. Flawless honey-colored skin. At five foot eight, she towered over Leah but didn’t quite have the mayor’s regal presence. Her voice had just enough hint of an accent to make it captivating. In short, Amber Stone was an incredibly beautiful woman. 
 
    The bell sounded as someone entered the diner. 
 
    “Can we go to your place after dinner?” Mika asked quietly. “I just want to hold you and—” 
 
    She stopped in the middle of her sentence. Her mouth flew open as she surveyed the flaxen-haired beauty walking toward them. 
 
    “Mayor Anthal.” The woman’s silky voice seemed to caress the words. “I’m so glad I found you.” 
 
    It took Leah a minute to respond, as she couldn’t pull her attention away from Mika’s visible reaction to Amber Stone. 
 
    Mika immediately stood to acknowledge the woman, who waved her to sit down. Mika remained standing, staring. 
 
    Leah introduced them. “Priest Mika Cross, I would like you to meet the newest addition to our little town: Ms. Amber Stone. Amber owns the new automobile dealership.” 
 
    What the hell is wrong with her? Leah thought. She seems mesmerized by Amber’s beauty. 
 
    Amber held out her hand, and Mika took it gently, never pulling her eyes from Amber’s face. 
 
    “Won’t you join us, Amber?” Leah smiled dubiously. “We are about to have dinner.” 
 
    Amber slid onto the seat next to Leah. “Please, Priest,” Amber motioned to Mika’s seat, “sit.” 
 
    Amber turned her attention to Leah, since the priest seemed incapable of polite conversation. “A priest,” she teased, “what a waste. Why are all the beautiful ones committed to another woman or God?” 
 
    “I have the privilege of being both.” Mika smiled, finally finding her tongue. “I am engaged to the beauty sitting beside you. Of course, we have to run the gauntlet of the Catholic Church to get permission to marry.” 
 
    Thank you, Priest. You finally regained your ability to speak, Leah thought angrily. Just wait until we are alone. 
 
    Amber’s eyes went to the ring Leah was wearing. “I noticed that magnificent ring earlier today. I believe it is quite ancient.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Mika mumbled. 
 
    Then, as if to explain to Amber Stone, Mika said simply, “I love her!” 
 
    Amber nodded as if to acknowledge her understanding.  
 
    Entering the diner with her usual whirlwind approach, the sheriff slammed back the door, bellowing for Ruth as she strode to the counter. Emily surveyed the room. “Holy cow.” She inhaled as her eyes came to rest on Amber Stone. “Whoa, aren’t they missing you in heaven?” She smiled at the newcomer. 
 
    Amber blushed slightly. She was used to that reaction from men, but not from women. She looked at the priest for help. 
 
    “Sheriff Carver.” Mika stood. “Please join us and meet our newest citizen, Ms. Amber Stone. She’s the owner of the auto dealership planned for our little town. Ms. Stone, our umm, somewhat brazen sheriff, Emily Carver.” 
 
    Amber held out her hand to Emily, who shook it vigorously. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sheriff.” Amber’s easy smile and dancing eyes quickly captivated Emily. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine.” Emily grinned, sliding into the booth beside Mika, so she was sitting directly across from Amber. 
 
    “Leah tells me you have just recently completed the restoration of the church and rectory.” Amber looked into Mika’s eyes. “I am surprised to find a cathedral that old in the United States. It looks more like something from the dark ages. The walls look like the stones and craftsmanship hewn from the rock quarries of the ancient holy lands.” 
 
    “No one seems to know how old it is,” Mika said, nodding, “but it is ancient; much older than this town. Apparently, all the church records were destroyed by fire.” 
 
    I tried to burn the damn thing to the ground, Leah thought, after what the old priest tried to do to my son. 
 
    “I am afraid we badly neglected it after Father Murphy died,” Leah said. “It’s a miracle the walls are still standing.” 
 
    “This town has many interesting sites,” the sheriff added. “Perhaps I could give you the royal tour tomorrow,” she said, smiling at Amber. 
 
    Amber seemed to run the invitation through her mind, weighing it carefully. “I would like that.” She smiled. “I’m looking for a home site.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Emily scoffed. “All the desirable land is owned by Legion or Leah.” 
 
    “Leah was kind enough to lease me the dealership land for a hundred years.” Amber laughed. “I figured that would certainly cover the time I needed. After all, who lives a hundred years?” 
 
    Mika noticed the furtive glance between the sheriff and the mayor. 
 
    They finished dinner, and Amber checked into the bed and breakfast. The four of them stood talking outside the diner before saying goodnight. Emily would pick up Amber at nine the next morning. 
 
    “I am very excited, I’m not sure I can sleep,” Amber told the group. “Leah told me you just started taking confessions this morning, Priest. I wonder if you would consider taking mine tonight, or do I have to stand in line tomorrow?” 
 
    Mika’s mouth moved several times before words came out. “Of course, I’d be happy to. Although I don’t usually know the identity of my penitents.” 
 
    The flaxen-haired beauty smiled slowly, sensuously. “I don’t mind if you don’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess…” She shot a quick glance at Leah. She knew Leah was steaming. 
 
    “Leah, do you mind waiting in the diner while I take care of Ms. Stone? Then I will walk you home.” Mika’s eyes pleaded for understanding. 
 
    Always one to take advantage of a situation, the sheriff volunteered to take the mayor home in the patrol car. Mika’s heart sank. 
 
    “No, thank you, Sheriff. I prefer to walk. The fresh air will do me good,” Leah said sharply. “I trust I will see you later,” she said as she shot a stern look at the priest. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Mika replied. Leah kissed her cheek. 
 
    Leah and Emily watched as Amber and the priest walked toward the church. The woman linked her arm through the priest’s arm and laid her other hand on Mika’s forearm as if hugging her arm. She leaned into Mika, talking softly in her ear. Mika bent her head down to hear better. 
 
    “Me thinks you may have some competition, Madam Mayor,” the sheriff said to Leah. “I wouldn’t mind hitting that myself.” 
 
    “Yes, but then you will hit most anything, won’t you, Emily?” Leah hissed angrily. “Just leave me alone.” 
 
    Emily stomped back into the diner as Leah watched the priest and her penitent unlock the church door. 
 
    She saw the woman whisper something to Mika and listened as the priest’s laughter floated on the night air and she shook her head no vehemently. Leah was the queen of flirt, and she knew when a woman was flirting. Amber Stone was openly flirting with her priest. 
 
    It was after midnight when Mika rang the doorbell of the mansion. She knew Leah was furious. She prayed Leah would let her in. They had to talk. 
 
    Mika waited several minutes before pushing the doorbell again. After another long wait, she decided Leah was too angry to see her and turned to walk down the steps toward the road. 
 
    The door swung open, and an insecure Leah rushed into Mika’s arms. She pulled Mika as tightly against her as she could, sliding both her arms around the priest’s neck and pressing the full length of her voluptuous body hard into her. She smothered Mika’s mouth with kisses. 
 
    Mika swept her up and carried her back into the mansion, placing her on the sofa. She lay down beside Leah, pinning her body between her and the back of the couch.  
 
    Leah pulled Mika’s lips down to hers and moaned as she kissed her passionately. Mika’s hands moved feverishly over her body. 
 
    She wanted Mika more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. Mika kissed her neck, slowly sliding her lips down to her breasts. She kissed the top of her breasts and moved up to her mouth. Leah shifted her position on the sofa, easily sliding under Mika. Mika moaned, “Please stop me!” 
 
    Leah overcame her burning desire and shoved Mika onto the floor. She stood up, glaring down at her. “Ask and ye shall receive, Priest.” 
 
    Mika sat up and shook her head as if dazed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I couldn’t even remember our safe word. I think I left it on the front lawn when you ran into my arms.” 
 
    Leah laughed. As long as she still wanted her, Mika was hers. She went into the kitchen and put on a fresh pot of coffee. 
 
    “Can we talk?” A disconcerted Mika walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Of course, dear.” Leah handed her a cup of black coffee and led her back to the study, sitting down beside her on the sofa. 
 
    “I… I… I don’t even know where to start.” Mika exhaled loudly. “I’ve had the strangest day.” 
 
    “I understand,” she lied. “She is very beautiful.”  
 
    “What? Who?” Mika wondered what they were discussing. 
 
    “Amber Stone,” Leah murmured. 
 
    “Oh, Amber Stone.” Mika looked at her incredulously, waving her hand, signifying a total disregard for the subject. “She isn’t important. Leah, I listened to the strangest confessions I’ve ever heard today.” 
 
    She laughed out loud. Her heart laughed, too. Mika wasn’t the least bit interested in Amber Stone. She was troubled by confessions she had heard today. 
 
    “I can’t talk about specifics,” she continued, “but nearly everyone I gave absolution to today seemed to be hallucinating. I don’t know if they are smoking or sniffing something, but it is an epidemic.” 
 
    “I am so sorry to hear that, dear,” Leah said, scrunching her face as if the concept was beyond her. “I will speak to the council and see if they have noticed anything unusual.” 
 
    “Do you have hallucinogenic mushrooms growing in the woods?” She frowned. “And I don’t know if I should be concerned about this or not, but all the men and half the women fantasize about sleeping with you.” 
 
    “Sleeping with me?” Leah repeated the words incredulously. “Sleeping with me. Why would anyone want to sleep with me?” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, Leah,” she blurted out, “they want to have sex with you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she exclaimed, as if understanding what Mika meant. “That is disturbing.” Leah smiled at her wickedly and raised her eyebrows, “As a group, or individually?” 
 
    Mika laughed out loud. Leah could lighten the heaviest moment. It felt good to laugh with her. She hugged her shoulders tightly. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Mika.” Leah shook her head. “Maybe you should speak with Dr. David, our town psychologist.” 
 
    Mika nodded her head, then turned the conversation to Leah. 
 
    “It certainly seemed that everything went well with Ms. Stone.” She wanted to hear about Leah’s day. “She’s very amiable and will be an excellent addition to our town.” 
 
    “You seemed very taken with her.” Leah glanced at her sideways. “You stood there gaping at her as if you could eat her. She was certainly smitten with you. You do know she was flirting with you?” 
 
    “I… I have met Amber before,” Mika admitted. “I was shocked to see her here. It took me by surprise.”  
 
    “Oh?” Leah raised a questioning eyebrow. “She seemed very familiar with you.” 
 
    “I was assigned to Rome for many years. That is where I learned Latin. The entire Mass is still in Latin in many parts of the world. 
 
    “Amber was in the convent where I was,” Mika continued. “Not as a nun, but as an orphan. She’s brilliant and studied at the universities on scholarships. She truly is a marvelous woman. We became close friends. I was young and hadn’t taken my vows at the time.” 
 
    Not a woman to be trifled with, Leah pushed for more information from this priest. She suddenly realized she knew very little about Priest Mika Cross.  
 
    “Her transgressions must have been many,” Leah surmised. “Her confession was over two hours long.” 
 
    “Not really. We were just reminiscing. I didn’t even hear her confession.” Mika shrugged. 
 
    “Were you ever intimate with her?” Leah’s eyes smoldered. 
 
    “Oh, God, no!” the priest exclaimed. “How could you even suggest such a thing? We were close. We were like family. I kissed her once, but there was nothing to it. She was too much like my younger sister.” 
 
    Mika looked into Leah’s brown eyes and spoke softly, “You are the only woman for which I would jeopardize my soul. Hopefully, you will help me avoid that.” 
 
    They talked until dawn, sharing their day and teasing each other. It still bothered Mika how many people wanted to sleep with her fiancée.  
 
    Leah couldn’t say she was surprised by any of the information Mika shared with her. After all, she had always ruled with power, intimidation, and sex. 
 
    They fell asleep on the sofa. Mika’s head rested on the pillows, and Leah’s head was on her shoulder. When Mika woke, Leah’s head was on her lap. She tried to move without waking her but failed. 
 
    “Are you going to try to get some sleep?” Leah murmured, snuggling closer to her. 
 
    “Just a shower,” Mika said groggily. “I start hearing confessions at nine.” 
 
    “Let me get a quick shower and we will meet at the diner for breakfast.” Leah smiled up at her. 
 
    “Yes,” Mika breathed. She kissed her longingly. 
 
    “Is Amber in love with you, Priest?” Leah asked in a sleepy voice that demanded the truth. 
 
    “Yes,” Mika answered honestly. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 - The Winter Solstice  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was dark by the time Mika blessed her last penitent. She checked her watch. She had exactly five minutes before meeting Richie at the skating rink to practice. She ran into the diner and grabbed a cup of coffee to go. She needed something to steady her nerves.  
 
    She replayed the confessions of some of the more disturbing penitents she had listened to during the day. Leah had suggested she visit with Dr. David, but she was pretty sure Dr. David’s confession was one of the most troubling she had heard that day. The man thought he was a former king. 
 
    She had to admit the prize for scariest confession went to the person who asked forgiveness for sins committed during the full moon. The voice had been deep, almost a growl, so she couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but the agony of the individual’s soul was terrifying. Mika continually replayed the confession in her mind. 
 
    “Bless me, Priest, for I have sinned,” the penitent had growled. “I have killed and devoured other humans to satiate my bloodlust. During the full moon, I have no control over the beast within me. I roam the countryside seeking my kill. When I have some control, I try to kill only livestock, but sometimes I come upon a human and kill them, too, for I am a werewolf.” 
 
    Mika arrived at the skating rink to find Emily and Amber skating. Richie was nowhere in sight. She had to laugh at the sight of Amber dumbing down her skating abilities to make Emily look a little better. The priest knew from skating with her in the past that Amber was exceptional on the ice.  
 
    She put on her skates and began to warm up on the ice. 
 
    Again, she noticed how beautiful the town looked with Christmas lights and decorations everywhere. The skating rink was especially lovely with the ice reflecting the multicolored lights. 
 
    Amber and her partner skated up to her. “Richie is running a little late,” Emily explained.  
 
    “No problem.” Mika smiled. “It will give me a chance to loosen up. I have been sitting in that confessional all day.” 
 
    “Skate with me, Priest.” Amber caught her hand and pulled Mika along behind her then turned so that she slid easily into her arms. 
 
    Pressed against Mika, Amber quietly whispered, “Skate,” as the music blared across the park. She was a superb skater. 
 
    They skated without speaking. Amber was thrilled as Mika held her, picking up speed, spinning around, so she was skating backward as Mika’s powerful legs pushed them faster around the ice. 
 
    Without slowing down, they spun so Mika was skating backward, and Amber was driving into her. They made none of the fancy moves Mika had initiated with Leah. They simply clung to each other and skated as one. 
 
    From the bench, Leah watched, concerned that her woman was holding another so tightly. Jealousy and insecurity had always been Leah’s downfall. 
 
    ## 
 
    When the music stopped, Mika and Amber were on the far side of the ice from Leah and Emily, who had breathlessly watched them skate. They stood pressing their foreheads together, discussing something they didn’t wish to share with other skaters. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Mika asked her softly. 
 
    “Right now—in this life—this is where I need to be, Mika.” She smiled sincerely. 
 
    Mika nodded, gripped Amber’s hand in hers, and skated to where Leah and Emily were waiting. 
 
    Holding her skates, Leah hadn’t moved since her first sight of them on the ice. She glared at Mika as she approached. Ignoring her blatant dissatisfaction, Mika bent her head and kissed her urgently on the lips. She loved Leah so much. She hoped Leah knew how much she loved her. Leah turned away from her and sat down on the bench to put on her skates. 
 
    As she always did, Mika knelt in front of her, removing her boots and putting on her skates. She could feel her fury. She knew it was because she had skated with Amber. 
 
    “You know, that is where you need to keep a woman like her.” Amber smiled devilishly. “On her knees.” 
 
    Joshua, the operator of the park sound system, ran up to them. “Your song is about to play, Mika,” he said, grinning. “You know, the one you asked me to play the first time you skated with the mayor.” 
 
    Leah snapped her head up to stare directly into her eyes. “You requested that song? It didn’t just happen to be playing the first time we skated?” 
 
    Mika nodded shyly, looking like a little girl that had been caught feeding her puppy from the dinner table. The look that made Leah want to make love to her. Leah thought, Almost everything she does makes me want to make love to her. 
 
    Their song started, and Mika pulled Leah into her arms and skated toward the middle of the rink. “Are you ready to do this?” She smiled. 
 
    “Yes, Priest. Make love to me on the ice again,” she whispered. Her body was alive with the feel of the sheer strength of Mika. She was even more powerful than Leah remembered. She thrilled at the feel of her. Mika lifted her overhead then slowly slid her down the soft, length of her body, only to catch her just before she hit the ice. She let go and trusted Mika, responding to whatever she demanded of her. 
 
    Once again, they finished their performance to a roaring applause and waved to their friends as they skated toward the benches. Leah leaned heavily against Mika, suddenly very tired. Then she remembered they hadn’t slept the night before.  
 
    As Mika removed Leah’s skates and slipped on her boots, she suggested dinner at the diner. “You look very tired and in need of a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Leah nodded, Thankful that Mika always seemed to know what she needed. 
 
    “Where is Richie?” she asked, noting that the boy hadn’t shown up for their practice, which was very unlike him. 
 
    “Delilah called,” Emily said. “He is running a slight fever, so she took him home and put him to bed.” 
 
    “Do you need to go home?” Amber asked, concern filling her voice. 
 
    “No, he’s sleeping, and I promised you dinner.” The sheriff grinned, grabbing the other blonde’s hand. 
 
    The two couples walked to the diner, laughing and joking about the events of the day. Mika couldn’t find much to smile about as she recalled the happenings of her day. She was certain she had heard Delilah and Samson’s confessions today. She was sure they were the only ones who would try to crowd into the confessional together. This entire town is crazy, she thought as she recalled Delilah’s confessed hatred for Leah.  
 
    She could understand why Delilah would be jealous of the mayor. Leah was drop-dead gorgeous. Her clothes were stylish. She always looked perfect. She was charismatic, extremely intelligent, gracious, and a wonderful mother. All the things Delilah was not. However, the hatred seemed to run far beyond jealousy. Mika knew Delilah had clung to the hatred even after she gave her absolution. 
 
    In the diner, Leah sat beside the priest, with Emily across from her, and Amber across from Mika. 
 
    “The sheriff tells me that you are skating in the pairs and adult/teen competition at the Solstice Festival.” Amber’s inquisitive eyes were dancing. “Something about winning prize money.” 
 
    “Yes.” Mika grinned. “We’re trying to raise the funds to put in a baseball field on the property behind the church. Our very generous mayor has volunteered the maintenance department’s heavy equipment for the major work, but we still need funds for fencing, the actual field preparation, bases, equipment, bleachers, uniforms, etc. You know the drill. There is a five-thousand-dollar prize for the teen/adult competition and a ten-thousand-dollar prize for the pair’s competition.” 
 
    “Our town has never competed seriously before,” Leah added. “We’ve never had a strong skater like Mika, and Richie is looking very good.” 
 
    “You’re pretty great yourself,” Amber complimented the brunette, who smiled graciously. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Amber placed her hands flat on the tabletop with a little slap. “Our dealership will match whatever you win, Priest.” 
 
    “That will cover just about everything we need. That is so generous.” Mika smiled. “I don’t know how we can ever thank you.” 
 
    Leah suppressed a twitch as she heard Amber’s words. 
 
    “I’m sure I can think of something,” the flaxen-haired beauty said as she smiled seductively at the priest. 
 
    Leah smiled as she pictured Amber tied to a post and set on fire. She shook her head, trying to drive the evil thoughts from her mind. 
 
    Leah looked at Emily. “Why don’t I work from home tomorrow and keep Richie home from school? I don’t want him getting seriously ill.” 
 
    “Good idea, babe,” Emily let the term of endearment slip out before she knew what was happening. “I’ll drop him off around nine in the morning.” 
 
    Mika finished her dinner in silence as the three women talked animatedly. She just wanted to take a shower and crawl into bed. She was bone tired.  
 
    Mika felt Leah’s hand rest on her leg, then move slowly to the inside of her thigh. Fire shot through her and crept up her chest to the top of her head. Well, maybe not that tired, Mika thought. “If you’re ready, honey, I’ll walk you home.” 
 
    Leah nodded, thankful for her. 
 
    Mika kissed her goodnight at the mansion door once they arrived.  
 
    “Don’t you want to come in?” Leah sighed. 
 
    “I do,” she said, grinning, “but I am in a much-weakened state where you are concerned right now, so I better go home. No phone sex tonight, okay?” 
 
    She kissed Leah again, never getting enough of the feel of her lips. An old rock song flitted through her mind. She definitely had Kisses, Sweeter than Wine. Mika reluctantly tore herself away from Leah. 
 
    ## 
 
    December twenty-first dawned clear with a coldness that seeped into one’s bones. The two skating teams had decided not to practice, conserving their energy for the big competition that night. Everyone in town was heading to Brighton for the Winter Solstice Festival. 
 
    “Try to stay sober this year,” Leah chided Emily as they all rode over together. Amber had picked up everyone in a new Lexus SUV. The group was glad to be riding to the festival together, and everyone’s spirits were high. 
 
    Amber had insisted on Mika sitting in the front with her, but she had opened the door and pushed Emily into the front passenger seat. 
 
    “I need to sit back here so I can discuss strategy with my partners in crime,” she said with a grin, bumping fists with Richie and brushing Leah’s lips with hers. 
 
    ## 
 
    The finals of the skating competition were about to start with two contenders left in each category. Leah and Mika were skating against the mayor of Brighton and his wife. Richie and Mika were skating against Isaac and his father. 
 
    As the mother-daughter skaters were finishing their run-off, Richie pulled Mika and Leah aside. “We have a problem,” he said nervously. 
 
    “What is it, dear?” Leah put a protective arm around his shoulders.  
 
    The boy looked around to make sure they were alone before answering. “We have to find some way to lose to Isaac and his father.”  
 
    “Why would you do that?” Leah asked. 
 
    “They need the money.” Richie frowned. “Mary told me they were going to lose their home if they didn’t win this money to pay their mortgage. Legion is going to take it.” 
 
    “We can help them,” Mika promised, “but you need to skate your best tonight. Okay?” 
 
    “They won’t accept charity,” the boy cried. “They are very proud.” 
 
    “We will take care of it.” Leah smiled at her son and pulled him to her for a hug. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Mika kissed Leah’s lips gently. “I will handle this.” 
 
    “I know you will.” She smiled. 
 
    The Brighton mayor and his wife had finished their performance, and the announcers were calling for Leah and Mika. 
 
    “This is the first time Mayor Anthal has brought her entourage to our fair city,” the announcer introduced Leah. “Let’s have a big hand for Mayor Leah Anthal and Priest Mika Cross.” 
 
    When a Woman Loves a Woman filled the skating rink as Mika moved them effortlessly across the ice. Passion fueled their bodies as they sped around the rink. When Leah had to pull away from Mika, her hands left her body reluctantly, as if it hurt her to move away from the blonde priest. Mika’s powerful legs propelled her into Leah’s arms as she caught the mayor around the waist and lifted her overhead. She lowered Leah down her back headfirst. Leah’s hands caressed Mika’s back, sliding down her firm side muscles. Leah caught her calve muscles briefly as Mika released her. Mika pulled Leah between her legs and moved her slowly up the front of her body. Mika felt every part of her as Leah pulled her tightly against her, moving sensuously up her abdomen. Leah’s hands pressed hard against her breast as if she wanted to feel every inch of Mika and came to rest behind her neck. The full length of her body was pressed tightly against the priest as she spun them, coming to rest with their lips barely inches from each other.  The music died down and the crowd exploded, pulling the two away from their desire to kiss. 
 
    “Oh my God! I can’t breathe,” gasped one of the announcers. “Damn, she is smoking hot!” 
 
    “If that doesn’t melt the ice, nothing will,” the other announcer choked, his throat dry. “I don’t think I can walk.” 
 
    Sensing the announcers were on the verge of embarrassing themselves, the crowd began to yell, “Your mikes are on!” 
 
    The announcers seemed to get themselves under control and began conducting themselves as they should. “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s hear it one more time for Mayor Leah Anthal and Priest Mika Cross.” 
 
    As they waited for the judges’ scores, Leah and Mika skated to the side of the arena. Leah leaned heavily against Mika, and she looked down at her. “The announcers are right,” Mika whispered, “you are smoking hot.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do about this fire you have started?” Leah smiled up at her. 
 
    “Chocolate,” she groaned. 
 
    “Folks, it looks like we have a perfect score,” the announcer said, “all tens.” 
 
    The crowd went wild, cheering, whistling, and throwing things onto the ice. 
 
    The announcers finally calmed the crowd and announced that Mika would be skating with Richie Anthal in the teen/adult competition. “We will take a brief intermission while our crew clears the ice of all objects. Please, for the safety of the skaters, do not throw anything onto the ice.” 
 
    Leah pulled Mika into one of the dressing rooms and closed the door. “That was incredible,” she said breathlessly. “I wasn’t aware of anything except your hands on me. It was the most amazing feeling. I wouldn’t have been surprised if we had started flying.” 
 
    “You are magnificent.” Mika pulled her close and kissed her gently. She moved her lips against Mika’s, seeking more contact with her.  
 
    “Whoa.” Mika pushed her away. “You know what you do to me. I have to go back in front of that crowd in a few minutes.”  
 
    Leah laughed the deep, sultry laugh that drove Mika crazy, and she moaned, “Get away from me, lady.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika skated along the side of the skating rink, thinking how she and Richie could gracefully lose. 
 
    The announcers began their chatter telling the crowd the final competition of the evening was about to start. The announcers announced their names. Mika and Richie skated to the center of the rink.  
 
    Light reflected from something on the ice, and Mika skated toward the object pretending to thank the crowd for their support. Suddenly her skate hit the object, causing her feet to fly out from under her. She hit the ice hard and lay very still. 
 
    Faster than Mika could imagine, Leah was kneeling on the ice beside her. “Mika, are you okay?” she asked, her eyes filled with fear and concern. 
 
    “I don’t think I can skate,” Mika moaned. “Can you just get me home?” 
 
    “Can she get up?” The doctor on call appeared with his bag in his hand. 
 
    “I think we need a stretcher,” Leah said anxiously. “We’re going to have to withdraw from the competition.” She winked at Richie, who was now on his knees beside Mika. 
 
    Officials carried Mika on the stretcher to the SUV. Emily and Amber had lowered the back seat, making room in the rear of the vehicle to lay Mika. Leah got in first to hold Mika’s head in her lap on the ride home. The ambulance attendants gently moved her from the stretcher to the back of the SUV. 
 
    As they pulled out of the parking lot, Richie let out a yelp and laughed loudly. “Mika, you are awesome,” he said. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Hey, son, I’m hurt.” Mika grinned at the boy. “I will have to lie in your Mom’s lap all the way home.” 
 
    Tired from the competition and the excitement of the day, Richie quickly fell asleep in the middle seat. 
 
    Leah looked down at the priest’s beautiful face snuggling into her. She leaned down and kissed her gently at first, then pressing harder as their lips moved against each other’s. Mika moved her tongue along the top of Leah’s full bottom lip, seeking entrance. Leah opened her teeth and met Mika’s tongue as she tentatively moved it into her mouth to taste her. Mika felt a hot, aching pain in the pit of her stomach. When Leah moaned, she knew she felt it too. 
 
    Leah slowly unbuttoned her blouse as she kissed Mika. When she pulled her lips away, Mika nuzzled her face between Leah’s breasts and moaned deeply. Leah was wearing a bra that hooked in the front. She quickly unhooked it, giving Mika free access to her magnificent breasts. Mika caught her breath as she hesitated for only a second before slowly beginning to trace circles around Leah’s breast with her tongue. Leah sharply inhaled as Mika pulled her nipple between her teeth, setting her on fire. Mika gently moved her lips and tongue as she pulled more of Leah’s breast into her mouth, nursing quietly.  
 
    The mayor was glad her son was asleep. She didn’t want him to see her and the priest making out all the way home like horny teenagers, in the back of the SUV. 
 
    Stopping in front of the rectory, Amber pushed the automatic door opener and the back hatch popped open. Mika slid out of the SUV and offered Leah her hand as she helped her out.  
 
    The sheriff joined them as Leah emerged from the vehicle. “Your blouse is buttoned crooked, Madam Mayor,” she said coldly. 
 
    “Oh, so it is.” Leah smiled a knowing smile at the priest. “I wonder how that happened?” 
 
    Mika found it hard to keep the smile off her face. It always amazed her that nothing seemed to fluster her fiancée. 
 
    “It appears you have made a miraculous recovery.” The sheriff scowled at the priest. 
 
    “It is amazing what good nursing will do for a woman.” Mika smiled. She was immediately confused as both Emily and Leah choked back sounds of laughter. 
 
    “You had better go to bed, darling.” Leah kissed her softly. “You obviously have some brain damage.” 
 
    Mika watched as the SUV pulled away with the four people who were now a major part of her life. 
 
    Mika showered, but she didn’t go to bed. She went down on her knees and prayed for strength as she had never prayed before. She knew she moved her line a little bit every time she was with Leah. She knew what she had to do. She had to obey the rules. 
 
    Mika knew that souls were on the line, both hers and Leah’s. Leah was the lead in a major production, and she didn’t even have the script. Mika prayed she would have the strength to give her the right cues as they danced the dance for their souls.           
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 - Consecrated Ground 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leah walked into the diner amid cheers and handshakes. Everyone wanted to congratulate her on bringing home the skating trophy and check from the festival. She sought out Isaac’s father and informed him that Mika had posted a job opening on the Town Hall bulletin board. “I think she could use your help,” she informed him. She graciously visited with the townspeople before taking a seat in their booth. 
 
    Leah checked her watch. They always met at eight, and Mika was always early. She was now officially thirty minutes late.  
 
    “Your usual, Madam Mayor?” Ruth smiled at her. Leah nodded, and the waitress returned with toast and coffee. 
 
    “By the way, you were smoking hot last night,” Ruth growled. “You and Mika are great together. In more ways than one.” Ruth raised both her eyebrows and Leah knew Emily had regaled her with tales of the priest and mayor in the back of the SUV. 
 
    “Thank you.” Leah smirked. “I’m getting worried about her. She took a fall last night and is late this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Ruth rolled her eyes. “I’m supposed to tell you she won’t be having breakfast this morning. She grabbed a cup of coffee around seven and headed for the church.” 
 
    Leah got her coffee to go and went to the church. The heavy front doors were standing open, and she could see Mika working with a cloth, lying across the front pews. Leah took a deep breath and crossed the threshold of the church. She stood with her eyes tightly closed, waiting to turn into a pillar of salt. When nothing happened, she slowly opened her eyes.  
 
    The priest was standing with her back to the door. She was almost beside her before Mika realized anyone was in the church. She gasped when she laid her hand on her arm. 
 
    Mika whirled around, “Leah, what are you doing here? You startled me.” 
 
    As Leah looked into her eyes, she realized Mika had been crying or at least fighting back tears. Leah stared at the cloth spread across the pews. It was the Sermon on the Mount tapestry. She had tried to incinerate it in her fury with Father Murphy. She had been amazed when the ancient cloth wouldn’t burn, but she had done considerable damage to it.               
 
    She could tell that Mika was very distressed by the beautiful hand-woven tapestry and the damage she had inflicted on it. 
 
    “How could anyone try to destroy something so sacred?” Mika whispered. 
 
    “Can’t you get it repaired?” Leah inquired reverently, sorry that she had almost destroyed it in her rage. 
 
    “I’ve called everyone.” The priest shook her head. “No one will even touch it.” 
 
    “I think I can get it repaired for you.” Leah offered.  
 
    “You seem to know everyone.” Mika nodded. “If anyone can get it repaired, I trust you can.” She folded the tapestry and handed it to her. 
 
    Leah refused to take it. “Maybe you should place it inside a plastic bag or something to protect it,” she suggested, afraid the cloth would burn her if she laid her hands on it. Sacred things and the Wicked Queen didn’t get along very well. 
 
    Relieved that she hadn’t broken out in boils or been eaten alive by locusts, Leah got braver. “As long as I am here, may I have the grand tour? I have heard so much about the incredible job you have done restoring the church.” 
 
    Mika beamed. She desperately wanted to share her progress with Leah. “I would love that.”  
 
    She showed her the confessionals and the rooms used for catechism and instructions, and the extra rooms that would eventually serve as offices for church officials. She led Leah to the back of the church, where a gleaming kitchen stood to the side of a large room that could serve as a reception area or a banquet hall. 
 
    “Where is your office?” Leah asked, curious that she hadn’t shown it to her.  
 
    “I am afraid it is unfinished right now.” Mika grinned. “It will be the last one we complete.” If she had told her the complete truth, Mika would have admitted that she rarely let anyone into her office. It was her personal sanctuary. She knew that such an admission would have set Leah on a quest to get into her most personal place. 
 
    “Where does that door lead?” Leah inquired about a door she had ignored. 
 
    “That leads to the rectory,” Mika said. 
 
    “Is there a tour of the rectory?” Leah asked. 
 
    “Ah, um…” Mika stuttered. “I suppose so.” A vision of Leah from last night flashed, unbidden, through her mind. Looking up into Leah’s gorgeous face, leaning over to kiss her as she lay in her lap. She blushed. 
 
    “Are you having unholy thoughts, Priest?” she teased. 
 
    “Yes,” Mika said truthfully. “Why don’t you take your tour? I will wait here. Downstairs is my study and living room. To the right of that are the kitchen, a breakfast nook, and the dining room. My sleeping quarters are upstairs.” 
 
    Leah knew Mika didn’t trust herself with her in the sleeping quarters, so she didn’t insist that she accompany her. 
 
    Leah was impressed with how incredibly neat Mika was. The décor was breathtaking, with a French theme running throughout the rectory. As she stood looking around Mika’s bedroom, she realized the window overlooked her bedroom balcony. The angle was such that one couldn’t see into the bedroom but did have a clear view of the balcony. An oversized bathroom completed Mika’s sleeping quarters. Leah inhaled deeply, letting the scent of Mika fill her senses, sending tiny fingers of desire trailing over her body. She was right not to come up here with me, Leah thought. 
 
    Leah joined Mika downstairs. “I must say, I am impressed with your décor. It is lovely.” 
 
    She picked up the plastic-wrapped tapestry, surprised at how heavy it was. “A little help here, Priest,” she strained. Mika took the package and easily carried it to her car. 
 
    Leah tiptoed to kiss Mika quickly, but she bent her head and pulled the brunette into a passionate kiss that lasted longer than it should have on the main street of their little town. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to the church. I’ve been disappointed that you haven’t wanted to see what we’ve accomplished.” Mika exhaled deeply.  
 
    Leah didn’t have the heart to tell her it would be the last time she would set foot in her church. After the consecration ceremony, she wouldn’t be able to trespass on hallowed ground. 
 
    Mika walked Leah to her office and kissed her, then she hurried off to hear confessions. She wondered if she would hear from the man who claimed to be a monster. 
 
    The days passed quickly, and the morning of the consecration ceremony was cold and cloudy. The priest hoped the threat of snow wouldn’t keep her parishioners away. She wanted to accomplish two things tonight: officially announce her engagement to Leah Anthal and complete the consecration ceremony. She picked up her white vestments from the cleaners and headed for breakfast with Leah. 
 
    “Is that what you’ll wear tonight?” the mayor asked curiously as Mika hung her dry cleaning on a coat rack behind their booth. 
 
    “Yes.” Mika’s eyes danced. Leah couldn’t remember seeing her so happy. “I’m excited about many reasons, but one of the most important ones is that we are announcing our engagement tonight. What will you wear?” 
 
    Leah looked at her dumbfounded. Of course she expected her to be there for the big announcement. 
 
    “Are you going to announce our engagement before or after the consecration ceremony?” Concern clouded Leah’s voice.  
 
    Mika studied Leah’s face for a long time. “Before,” she said intuitively. 
 
    Leah gazed deeply into Mika’s understanding eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know that not everyone is Catholic, and I respect whatever religion you practice.” Mika smiled. “If you like, you may leave before I begin the Mass.” 
 
    Oh, really, Priest? she wanted to scream at her. You would respect that I practice black magic? 
 
    Of course, she didn’t say that. She simply nodded. 
 
    They finished their breakfast with Mika cheerfully chatting about the upcoming events and Leah wondering how to extricate herself from the celebration. She wanted so much to run, but knew she couldn’t bear a day without the blonde. Leah hoped Mika’s God knew how much she cared for the priest. 
 
    The mayor took the tapestry to her mansion. Without even taking it out of the bag, she waved her hand and restored it to its original glory. She called Mika and asked where she was. 
 
    “I’m in my bedroom, about to get into the shower,” she laughed. “I only have maybe five minutes for phone sex.” 
 
    “Um…how did you know that was what I wanted?” Leah purred, waving her hand and transporting the tapestry to its rightful place on the Cathedral wall. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah stood with Priest Mika in the anteroom, waiting as the congregation was seated. It looked like the old cathedral was full, with some standing along the walls. An organist from Brighton Parish was playing the organ, which sounded incredible. Mika thanked the Lord that Leah had taken care of the music at the last minute. 
 
    Leah watched the priest from the side. She looked like a Greek goddess. Her white robe and blonde hair set off her golden complexion. She truly seemed to glow. She must be what angels look like, Leah thought. 
 
    Mika squeezed her hand, “Thank you for taking care of the tapestry. It’s incredible. You’re incredible.” 
 
    The organ music grew soft. Mika took Leah’s hand and led her to the front of the church. They were standing between the congregation and the altar. As the organ music faded away, Mika began to speak. 
 
    “I want to thank all of you for coming here tonight. I know the weather is not great, but the Lord knows when you make an extra effort to do His will.” Mika smiled, and it seemed the entire sanctuary became brighter.  
 
    “Before we begin the Mass,” the priest continued, “I would like to address some rumors that are circulating about Leah and me. I have asked her to marry me, and I have petitioned the church to allow it. She said yes.” Mika smiled again, and everyone seemed to bask in the glory of her happiness. The congregation began to applaud, but she held up her hand to stop them. 
 
    “As your mayor and as your priest, I want to assure you that we will conduct ourselves with the utmost dignity and do nothing to tarnish our respective positions in your community,” she continued. “I promise you that there will be no use of carnal knowledge by Leah and me, until after we wed.” A low rumble ran through the crowd. Mika waited until the parishioners quieted, then she continued. “If you hear malicious rumors to the contrary, please come to me so we can address them immediately.” She clasped Leah’s hand, held it high above her head, and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I am happy to present to you my fiancée, your mayor, Leah Anthal.” 
 
    The roar inside the cathedral was deafening as the parishioners applauded and wolf whistled. Mika hoped they would be as receptive of her first Mass. 
 
    As the organ began to play, she led Leah back to the anteroom, where she kissed her in the Lord’s house, in front of the Lord, and so far, the Lord was happy. 
 
    “Just when I think I could not possibly care for you any more than I do,” Leah said as she smiled radiantly up at her, “I find that I care for you a hundred times more than I ever thought possible.” 
 
    Mika led her to the side door of the church and whispered, “Go now, my love. I have other work to do.” 
 
    They had agreed to meet at the diner after the priest completed the Mass. Leah had an hour to kill and decided to walk and enjoy the Christmas decorations that made her little town sparkle. Every year after midnight on Thanksgiving night, she waved her hand and her town was decorated like a gorgeous Currier and Ives Christmas card. She searched all year long for the perfect picture and decorated her town like the picture. Each year the residents were treated to something different. No one ever bothered to ask who had decorated the town. 
 
    Leah strolled to the diner and claimed the booth in the back corner—their booth. 
 
    “No use of carnal knowledge.” The priest’s words kept running through her mind. She is such an innocent, she thought. On the other hand, maybe her convictions are stronger than anyone’s I’ve ever encountered. She knew that others would have slept with her the second night after they met, but Mika had rules. Not her rules, but her God’s rules. She was determined not to break them. 
 
    Leah saw the stream of people leave the church, walking to the diner. She knew it would be crowded, as the townspeople always congregated at the diner after any significant happening in their small town, and tonight had certainly been significant. 
 
    She watched as people poured through the diner door, ordering food and drink. They were laughing and talking about the priest’s announcement and her spellbinding Mass. They stopped at her table and congratulated her, smiling; they were happy for her. 
 
    She couldn’t remember a time in her life when others had cared about her happiness. She knew she was well-liked now, even looked up to as the residents depended on her to lead them and take care of their town. She knew that her association with Mika had a lot to do with the high regard with which the townsfolk now held her. 
 
    She watched Mika as she stepped through the door, searching for her. An easy smile lit her face as Mika saw her, and her heart skipped a beat. She made her way to Leah, shaking outstretched hands and clapping people on the back as they congratulated her on the engagement and a great sermon. 
 
    “Have I told you lately that I love you?” She leaned down to kiss her intoxicating lips. “Mmm,” she murmured as she kissed her again. 
 
    Emily and Richie burst through the door like storm troopers. “Way to go, Mika.” Richie high-fived the priest. “You sure told them how it is with Mom and you.” The smiling boy slid into the seat next to Mika and whispered conspiratorially to the priest, “Maybe later, when no one is around, you can tell me what carnival knowledge is.” 
 
    Mika and Leah burst into laughter as Mika hugged the boy and Leah reached across to ruffle his hair. 
 
    Don’t laugh, Priest, Leah thought. When I finally do get hold of you, it will be a carnival, and you will have one wild ride. I promise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 - Spring Fever 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mika looked at her calendar. She had known Leah Anthal exactly one year. She had planned a surprise date for them. She was taking her to see Mamma Mia! in Boston at the Colonial Theatre. She knew how Leah loved ABBA and knew she would like the musical. Mika decided to forego her usual severe black for dark-blue slacks with a lighter blue blouse, slate-gray jacket with three-quarter-length sleeves, and of course, her white collar. 
 
    She rented a car from Amber’s dealership, so they didn’t have to use Leah’s car. She didn’t know that they were going to Boston. Mika simply told her to dress for a nice evening out. Of course, that wasn’t necessary. Leah always looked as if she had just stepped out of a fashion magazine. Mika licked her lips as she thought of Leah and suddenly felt an urgent need to kiss her incredible lips. 
 
    She knew it was hokey, but she had even gotten her a small corsage, two red rose buds. When she opened the door and saw the corsage box in her hand, a brilliant smile told Mika how pleased she was.  
 
    “Flowers,” she said, laughing gleefully. “No one has ever brought me flowers before. Pin it on me, darling.” 
 
    She wore a simple, low-cut black dress that showed off her wonderfully curvaceous body. The hem dropped down to mid-calf, with a slit up to mid-thigh. Mika couldn’t stop staring.  
 
    “Today.” Leah said with a smile. “Perhaps you could pin it on me today.” 
 
    “You are breathtakingly beautiful,” Mika said hoarsely, trying to get some moisture back into her suddenly dry throat. Pulling out of her stupor, she carefully pinned the corsage onto her left shoulder. 
 
    “You are a heart stopper yourself.” Leah handed Mika her coat. “I don’t need this now, but it will probably get cooler after the sun goes down.” 
 
    Leah was pleased that she had her own car, even though it was a rental. It was new and smelled wonderful. She loved the smell of new leather and Mika. 
 
    “So, may I know where you are taking me?” 
 
    “Boston,” she replied, “to a musical.” 
 
    She clapped her hands like an excited child. “Which musical?” she demanded. 
 
    “That is the surprise.” Mika smiled, kissing her one more time before moving the car forward. 
 
    The hour-long drive seemed to be over in a few minutes as they discussed the things that were happening in their town. Amber’s auto dealership had been a tremendous success. Nearly everyone in town drove a Lexus or a Camry. Mika and the miners had almost completed the new baseball field, and they had already joined a little league made up of seven surrounding towns. 
 
    Now a twelve-year-old Richie was an excellent pitcher thanks to Mika’s ongoing coaching. Everyone was anxious to see how Richie’s pitching arm would compare to the other teams’ pitchers. Mika was sure they were going to be astounded. 
 
    As they pulled up to the theater, Leah said breathlessly, “Oh, Mika, Mamma Mia! I can’t believe you got us tickets to Mamma Mia!” 
 
    To say the priest was pleased with herself was an understatement. So far, she had made all the right moves to please the woman she loved and let her know how important she was to her. 
 
    Leah clung to Mika’s arm as she guided them to their seats. She noticed many appreciative glances—from both men and women—thrown Leah’s way as they moved through the crowd. 
 
    Leah sat with her hand on Mika’s thigh throughout the entire performance, moving it only to applaud. When she moved it, a coldness filled the place where her hand had been. Mika was always happy when she returned her hand to its original resting place on her leg.  
 
    ## 
 
    The musical was outstanding. All the way home Leah sang the songs made famous by the Swedish group ABBA. She kept one hand lightly on Mika’s thigh as she talked about the various songs and performers. 
 
    “I am surprised half our town wasn’t there,” she gushed. “ABBA is almost a religion among our townsfolk.” 
 
    “I know,” laughed Mika. “That is why I thought you would enjoy it.” 
 
    “I loved it.” She dropped her voice to that low, throaty growl that always set Mika on fire. “Do you know what the perfect end to a perfect evening would be?” 
 
    Mika tried to swallow but found that she was once again without moisture in her mouth. 
 
    Leah put her lips so close to Mika’s ear that she could feel her soft, warm breath. “A nightcap at the diner.” 
 
    She was stunned then broke into laughter.  “I love you so much.” She grinned. “The diner it is.” 
 
    It was almost midnight when the priest and the mayor opened the door to the diner, laughing and singing, I do, I do, I do, I do, from ABBA.  
 
    Mika was holding Leah’s hand and looking down at her longingly, a look she freely returned. Mika made herself a mental promise to set aside every Friday as date night. She wanted to share everything with Leah. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the two prom queens,” snorted Emily, who was sitting at the counter with Amber and Ruth. 
 
    Mika immediately realized this might not be the perfect ending to a wonderful night, but they were too far into the diner to turn around and walk out. 
 
    “Ladies.” The priest nodded to the three women and did her best to smile. Leah simply smiled and sat down on their booth. 
 
    “Just two glasses of your best wine,” she told Ruth when she came to their table. 
 
    “You two look amazing.” The waitress beamed. “I love your corsage, Leah. Where did you go tonight?” 
 
    Leah cringed at the lack of privacy they had in this town, but answered civilly, “Mika took me to see the musical Mamma Mia! in Boston.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Ruth huffed, “I so want to see that.” She whirled to Emily. “Why don’t you ever take me anywhere exciting, or bring me flowers?” 
 
    Emily didn’t answer, only downed the last of her drink and thought, as she headed for the door, If only I had been strong enough to do a few of the things Mika does, it would be me sitting across the table from Leah, instead of some priest. She never asked much of me. 
 
    ## 
 
    The seven towns formed two ball leagues: one for youngsters and a mixed team. The mixed team was made up of adults and children of both genders. The idea was to get families involved in an activity together. There were equal numbers of adults and children per team. 
 
    Mika and Richie begged Leah to be on their team, but she didn’t know much about baseball and wasn’t about to make a fool of herself. She did commit to attending some of their games. 
 
    The ten players on Richie’s team were Mika, Emily, Amber, Samson, Grace, Delilah, Mary, Ruth, and Nick. All the adults were excellent players. Richie was the pitcher. Amber was the catcher. Grace, Delilah, and Mary played first, second, and third bases respectively. Mika and Samson played and co-coached the team. 
 
    Mika and Richie were excited. Today was their first family game. “You gotta come, Mom,” Richie pleaded. 
 
    “I can’t promise, sweetheart.” But I will do my best. I have a council meeting tonight. It is supposed to be short, but you know how that goes.” 
 
    “Come on, slugger,” Mika grunted as she lifted all the equipment into the back of a new Toyota SUV (courtesy of Amber). “We have to get there early and make sure everything is set up.” She slipped an arm around Leah’s waist and pulled her close. “You know I can’t be in your presence without kissing your beautiful lips.” Mika smiled as she bent her head and kissed Leah gently. Just to drive her crazy, Leah moved her lower lip slowly against Mika’s as she settled in for a deeper kiss. “Oh, Madam Mayor,” she moaned. 
 
    “We are going to be late if you continue to mug my Mother.” Richie had a way of pulling one back to reality.  
 
    “Nice kid you’re raising.” Mika grinned. “Sometimes I think he’s mother’s little guard dog.” 
 
    “Only when the big dogs get too close.” Leah laughed. “If I can’t make it to the game, can we still have dinner?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Mika gave her a big smile to let her know how happy she was with her suggestion. 
 
    ## 
 
    The game was even more fun than Mika had anticipated. Most of the town was on hand to support their team. Mika wasn’t sure how it happened, but somewhere along the way, the team’s mascot had become the wolf, so everyone was wearing black shirts with a beautiful white timber wolf silk screened on the front, and The Wolves written across the back. 
 
    Richie had blown everyone away with his pitching, holding the other team to one hit. Emily was dancing around, chanting, “That’s my son. That’s my son.” 
 
    The opposing team had an adult pitching, which Mika felt wasn’t quite right. The adults were supposed to let the youngsters be the stars. Children filled all the key positions on the priest’s team, to provide them with the feeling of success.  
 
    Amber seemed to be thoroughly enjoying herself while Ruth howled every time Richie struck out a batter. It was the top of the ninth, and bases were loaded. Samson was on first. Mika was on second, and Amber was on third. They were all waiting for Richie to bring them home. The opposing team had one run, and Richie’s team had none. Richie was up to bat. He knew his team had to get at least one run during their turn at bat, or they would lose the game. 
 
    The pitcher threw a perfect curve ball. Richie didn’t swing at it, but the umpire called it a strike. The second ball was right over the home plate, and Richie connected with it hard, driving it high over the left center field. “Run, son,” Mika screamed at the boy as the players on bases began to head for home plate.  
 
    Amber crossed home plate, high-fiving Emily, who was waiting on the other side of the plate to congratulate her teammates as they brought in the runs.  
 
    Mika slapped Emily’s hand as she crossed home plate. She didn’t slow down at all but continued to run to the end of the dugout, where the most beautiful woman in the world stood beaming at her. “Hi,” Mika said breathlessly, bending to kiss Leah roughly, still high from the athletic endeavor. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “You know I like a little roughness.” 
 
    Mika blushed as they both turned to watch Richie heading for home. The outfielder threw the ball to the pitcher, and the man relayed the ball to the catcher, just as Richie slid across home plate. 
 
    “Safe,” the umpire yelled. 
 
    The crowd went wild. Thanks to Richie, the score was now four to one. Going into the bottom of the ninth, Richie knew he had to keep the other team from scoring three runs. 
 
    Unfortunately, the young pitcher’s arm was giving out.  
 
    “What a fool I am,” moaned Mika as she watched Richie walk the first batter. 
 
    “What?” demanded Leah, knowing she wasn’t going to like the answer. 
 
    “I was so busy working with Richie that I didn’t train a relief pitcher to give him some rest.” The priest exhaled sharply. “I’ve set him up to fail.” 
 
    Leah didn’t know who to feel sorry for the most: the priest who looked as if she could cry, or her son, who was obviously exhausted. Richie’s small shoulders slumped, and he looked as if he had the weight of the world on his young back. Briefly, she considered using magic to help Richie, but knew he wouldn’t like it if he found out. 
 
    Mika called a timeout and went to talk to his pitcher. The bases were loaded with no outs. 
 
    “Richie, it’s okay if we don’t win this game.” The priest knelt on one knee as she spoke with the boy. “This is our first game. No one expects us to win.” 
 
    “She does.” Richie cast his eyes in Leah’s direction and smiled his biggest smile to let her know he had everything under control. “I can’t disappoint her. It is her first ballgame. She is here for me.” 
 
    Mika stood up and placed her hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Pray with me,” she said softly. 
 
    As the priest began to pray, not to win, but that God’s will be done, Richie felt a surge of power run through him. It was as if someone had plugged him into an electric circuit.  
 
    As Leah watched, her exhausted son’s shoulders pulled back, and he seemed to stand inches taller. He looked regal. He looked powerful. 
 
    “We’ve got this, Priest,” he whispered. “God and I have this.” 
 
    Mika walked back to Leah. Taking her hand, she said, “Richie is so much your son.” 
 
    Leah beamed. She didn’t care whether the team won or lost. She was incredibly proud of how majestic her son looked on the pitching mound. 
 
    The crowd was silent as the boy hurled three straight pitches over the plate to strike out the batter. He then threw an inside curve, causing the next batter to pop up a fly he was sure Amber would catch, and she did. The final batter hit a line drive to center field, where Samson easily caught it, ending the game. 
 
    Black shirts and white wolves poured onto the field as screaming fans scooped up Richie, Amber, and Samson and paraded them around on their shoulders. 
 
    In all the excitement, no one noticed that Leah had magically started hot dogs on the ballpark grill. Four coolers of cold drinks and water sat under the picnic tables. Hotdog buns, chips, and condiments for over a hundred people appeared on the tables along with several huge chocolate cakes. 
 
    “I brought dinner for everyone. Enough for the other team, too,” Leah said, smiling at Mika. 
 
    Mika couldn’t get Leah out of her mind as she walked to the announcer’s stand. Leah was the epitome of graciousness. Who brings enough for the opposing team? she thought. 
 
    The priest announced that the mayor had graciously provided a picnic dinner for everyone. “Oh, and by the way, the mayor is also my fiancée,” she added proudly. 
 
    Leah watched Mika stride casually toward her. No one has ever been proud that I belonged to them, she thought. 
 
    Mika caught Leah’s hands and kissed the back of each before kissing her soft lips. 
 
    Samson and Mika grilled hot dogs as fast as they could while Leah, Delilah, Amber, and Emily placed them on buns and plates so their guests could cover the dogs with their condiments of choice. Ruth gave directions to soft drinks or water. 
 
    Samson had slowly grown to like the priest. She was dedicated and had certainly made a big change in their community over the past year. He had found Mika to be a tireless worker and a woman of vision. The priest would have been a queen in the Holy Land or dead. Samson thought of the Wicked Queen. He wondered if the priest would have been woman enough to tame Athaliah’s wicked ways. She certainly seemed to have Mayor Leah Anthal under control. 
 
    “You know, I have a birthday coming up.” Samson grinned. “I hope you and Leah will come to my party.” 
 
    Mika raised a questioning eyebrow toward Leah, and she said, “We would love to. Can we do anything to help?” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika was sitting on the end of one of the picnic tables, and Richie was sitting on the bench below her, trying to explain how the power had surged through him when Leah joined them. “Mom,” he almost whispered, “this was like nothing I have ever experienced. It was like magic.” 
 
    Mika laughed. “What do you know about magic, young man?” 
 
    A quick look flashed between mother and son. “Well, what I imagine magic might feel like.” Richie smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “I can assure you that no magic was involved,” Leah said firmly.  
 
    The boy nodded as if he understood a secret between them, and then added, “It was strange, Mom. If it wasn’t magic, then it must have been God.” 
 
    Leah frowned. She had asked Mika to try not to influence Richie’s religious beliefs, and to her knowledge, she hadn’t. As Samson came over to talk with Mika, Leah led Richie away from the others. 
 
    “Tell me exactly what happened,” she queried her son. 
 
    “I was tired, Mom,” Richie explained. “My arms were so heavy I could barely lift them. I felt as if I might faint. Then Mika told me not to worry, that no one expected us to win our first game. I told her I wanted to win for you. She put her hands on my shoulders, and she prayed—not that we would win, but that God’s will be done. I felt a surge of power go through me. It was incredible. I can’t describe it.” 
 
    “Well,” Leah furrowed her brow, “we should get you home and let you rest. We can discuss this more tomorrow.” 
 
    “I feel great, Mom,” Richie declared. “I feel better than I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    She agreed he could play with his friends and turned to join Mika. Leah gasped as she saw that Amber had placed herself between Mika’s knees and was leaning into her intimately, telling her something that was making her smile. Mika was leaning back away from Amber, with her arms behind her on the table. Fury filled Leah as she headed toward the couple. 
 
    “I believe you are in my place,” Leah growled at the blonde, who jumped back from the priest.  
 
    “Leah, Amber just gave me the most awesome news. Her dealership is donating the SUV we have been using to the church.” 
 
    “That is awesome news.” The mayor smiled, moving between Mika’s knees and leaning her back against the priest. 
 
    Mika immediately put her arms around Leah and pulled her tight against her. This is how she treats the one she loves, she thought. She’s not leaning away from me. Her fury diminished quickly. 
 
    “It is a win-win situation for all of us,” the flaxen-haired beauty said as she smiled. “The dealership can write off the donation, and the church and team will have safe transportation.” 
 
    Leah repented of her initial anger and said, “You’re very generous, Amber. We are extremely fortunate to have you in our community.” 
 
    Amber smiled a sad smile and nodded as Emily galloped up to them. 
 
    “Hey, Amber,” the sheriff said as she grabbed her hand, “a bunch of us are going out tonight to celebrate the Wolves’ victory. Want to go?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Amber said softly, “but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Emily insisted, “it’s Leah’s week with the kid, so it’s my week to howl.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Amber smiled a placating smile, gently removing her hand from the sheriff’s grip. “I don’t drink that much.” 
 
    Emily kept insisting, and Mika finally said, “Sheriff, I don’t think she wants to go with you tonight.” 
 
    Emily glared at the priest as if she hated her and stomped away. 
 
    “Thank you, Mika.” Amber smiled that sweet, honest smile she reserved for the priest. 
 
    Everyone helped clean the picnic area and load the equipment into the SUV. Players loaded into their parents’ cars, leaving only the Anthal family in the newly donated SUV. Richie fell asleep on the way home. 
 
    Mika and Leah talked softly on the way home. “We have many days like this. It would seem so right to go home and go to bed with you. I will be glad when I hear from the powers that be.” 
 
    Mika’s words sent a warm surge through Leah’s body. “Yes, it seems right, and you know it’s possible. We don’t have to wait to hear from anyone,” she whispered in her ear, laying her hand on the inside of Mika’s thigh. 
 
    Mika jerked as if she had hit her with a stun gun, but covered Leah’s hand with hers so she wouldn’t move it. 
 
    When they arrived at the mansion, Mika carried the sleeping Richie upstairs to his room, took off his shoes and socks, and spread a light blanket over him. 
 
    She knew that Leah’s bedroom was at the end of the hall from Richie’s and silently thanked her for not coming upstairs. As much as she wanted to see her bedchambers, she knew she wouldn’t be strong enough to walk away from Leah in her bedroom. 
 
    When she returned downstairs, Leah was waiting for her with two glasses of cold lemonade. She followed Leah into her study, and they sat down next to each other on the sofa. 
 
    Leah sipped her drink and said softly, “Mika, I don’t know how much longer I can do this.” 
 
    Her words sent a chill through Mika’s body. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, must I marry you to have sex with you?” Leah said bluntly. “What if I can’t marry you? What if there is more than the church between you and me? Does that mean we can never be intimate?” 
 
    Mika was dumbfounded. It never crossed her mind that she would not want to marry her. She knew Leah loved her as much as she loved Leah. 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water gasping for air, but no sound came out. 
 
    “You don’t want to marry me?” She grimaced as if someone had kicked her in the stomach. 
 
    “I didn’t say I don’t want to marry you.” Leah looked away from the disbelief in her face. “I said, ‘what if I can’t marry you?’ There is more at play here than the church.” 
 
    “Bu-But why couldn’t you?” Mika stammered. 
 
    “There are things about me you don’t know.” She shrugged. “Things of which I’m not proud. Things I regret and of which I am deeply ashamed. I thought I could play this game and just be happy being close to you, but it gets harder every day. Every day I find myself conjuring ways to get you into bed with me.” 
 
    “I don’t care about your past.” Mika frowned. “I don’t even want to know about it. It’s not as if you have killed babies or something. It doesn’t matter. All I know is that I love you and want to marry you as soon as I can. Please, Leah, don’t… Do not do this to me.” 
 
    But I have killed babies, Leah thought. I have ordered the slaughter of entire villages. Babies were innocent casualties of my fury. I’ve also murdered my own children to secure a throne that was nothing in the end. 
 
    “It is just difficult,” Leah cried. “On days like this when you and Richie and I are a family. I feel so close to you, so certain that I can be happy with you forever. I want us to go upstairs to our bedroom and make love and wake up together in the morning and make love again.” 
 
    “We can have that. I want that so much,” Mika pleaded. “Please, whatever it is, I can fix it, I promise.” 
 
    For some reason, the Wicked Queen believed she could. So far, Mika had fixed every problem she had encountered. She clung to her desperately, hoping she could control her deepening need for the priest. Abstinence had never been her thing. The problem was she didn’t want anyone but the priest. 
 
    “Just give me a little more time, honey.” Mika caressed her cheek with soft fingers. “I don’t want a life without you in it.” 
 
    Mika pulled her into her lap and kissed her slowly, passionately. “I can’t lose you,” she whispered. 
 
    As had happened so often before, Mika woke the next morning with Leah asleep on her lap, her head resting peacefully on her shoulder. Mika studied her awe-inspiring face. She was truly the most beautiful creature she had ever seen. Everything about her was perfect. Her tousled hair fell softly around her exquisite face. The tiny scar above her lip that made her lips even more desirable. Unable to control herself, she lightly kissed Leah. 
 
    Her long lashes fluttered against her cheeks, and then opened sleepily. “Good morning.” Leah smiled. “So, I did get my wish to wake up in your arms. I trust you, Priest. Please don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I would die a thousand horrible deaths before I would hurt you,” Mika said softly. 
 
    Richie watched them from the doorway and decided he could get his own breakfast. He wished Mika would get her act together and stop hurting his mom. He knew she cried herself to sleep most nights. He often heard her cry out the priest’s name in the middle of the night and knew she dreamed about her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 - A Woman, After Midnight
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was only two days until Samson’s birthday party. Leah had found a knight’s shield that had his family crest on it. Mika was amazed at how detailed the shield was. It looked extremely old and authentic. Knowing how much Samson cherished his family history, she was certain Leah’s gift would be the hit of the party. 
 
    Amber, Leah, Emily, Samson, and Mika had been working closely together on the baseball league. Leah oversaw scheduling team games and keeping up with the seven league teams as they headed toward the playoffs. 
 
    Samson and Mika practiced once a week with the youngsters’ team and played each week on the mixed team. Both Mika and Samson liked the mixed team best, where the families interacted with one another on a fun level. 
 
    Emily and Amber oversaw the equipment and transportation. In addition to the SUV Amber had donated to the church, she and Emily also drove another SUV to haul the boys and their equipment to their games. 
 
    Although Leah was aware of the many times and ways Amber touched Mika, she tried to ignore it. She knew the fair-skinned woman often made up excuses to be with the priest. Leah was beginning to get irritated by Amber’s obvious efforts to attract the priest.  
 
    They were at a council meeting, and Amber was presenting a proposal to enlarge her dealership. Leah watched the flaxen-haired beauty as she moved effortlessly from one visual aid to another. Her dazzling smile seemed to accentuate her gorgeous green eyes and flawless skin. Her white teeth flashed as she answered a stupid question with a smile and patience. The mayor wondered why the priest had chosen her instead of Amber. Amber was certainly more even tempered. She had a sweeter nature than Leah and genuinely cared what others thought of her. Leah and Amber were like fire and ice. Yes, Amber would make a much better wife for a priest than I, thought the mayor. She looked for Mika to see if her eyes were following Amber as she laughed and answered questions from the council. 
 
    “…and then, Madam Mayor, I would slide my hands beneath that silk blouse you have on and kiss and caress your magnificent breasts until you begged me to…” 
 
    Leah’s head snapped around to see who was thinking the thoughts that had invaded her mind. Emily wasn’t in the room. When her eyes locked with Mika’s, the priest’s face turned bright red, and she thought, “Uh-oh, busted.” 
 
    Leah gave her a look of total disbelief. Mika immediately slipped out the door at the back of the room. Well, I guess I know whom Mika was thinking about during Amber’s presentation, Leah thought, pleased. She wanted Amber to shut up and sit down. She wanted the damn meeting to be over now.   
 
    Leah found Mika in the diner, drinking coffee. Mika hung her head as Leah approached the booth and sat down across from her. 
 
    Leah leaned forward and hissed through clenched teeth, “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “I-I…don’t know,” Mika stammered, telling her the truth. “I was just looking at you and the usual thoughts started running through my mind. When you looked at me like that, I knew you were aware of exactly what I was thinking. It’s very embarrassing.” 
 
    “No.” Leah touched her hand. “I loved it. I’m only sorry I interrupted your thoughts. It is called mind fu…uh, fornication. I have never experienced it before.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” Mika whispered. She felt like a teenager whose mother had just found her collection of naked women pictures and pornographic magazines. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Leah.” Mika hung her head. “I would never disrespect you.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Leah sighed, “it made me realize that you are going through the same thing as I. I feel better knowing that I am not the only one suffering.” 
 
    The priest exhaled sharply. “Oh, lady, when it comes to you, I give a whole new meaning to the word suffering.” 
 
    Leah laughed out loud. Oh, yes, she is going to be a wonderful sex slave, she thought. 
 
    Just what does that entail, being a sex slave to Leah Anthal? Mika thought back, giving her a wicked grin. 
 
    The color drained from Leah’s face. “Did you just hear my thoughts?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” Mika grinned. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s happening,” Leah said aloud. 
 
    “Neither do I, but I like it when it works both ways.” 
 
    Leah forced herself to think about other things: unfinished paperwork due tomorrow, Richie’s science project, and Samson’s birthday party tomorrow night. 
 
    “Did you get any of those thoughts?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” Mika frowned. “What did you think about?” 
 
    “Anything but you.” She laughed. “You try it.” 
 
    Mika thought about the confessions she had heard today, the upcoming ball game, and Samson’s birthday party. “Anything?” She raised a quizzical eyebrow. 
 
    She watched Leah. I must kiss those lips tonight, she thought. 
 
    “Please do.” Leah’s answer rang loud and clear in her mind. 
 
    “Apparently, we are only able to mind fu…uh, mentally communicate when we are thinking sexual things about one another.” Leah grinned. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Mika groaned. “That means you’ll be able to read my mind ninety-five percent of the time. Of course, you already know that I’m dying to kiss you. Sort of destroys the element of surprise.” 
 
    “But, oh, the delicious anticipation.” Leah smiled wickedly. 
 
    “You’re killing me, lady,” Mika mumbled. 
 
    The next morning, they discovered the phenomena had disappeared as quickly as it had materialized, leaving Leah to wonder who was having fun at their expense. 
 
    ## 
 
    The mild August day seemed to set the tone for the evening’s party. Leah had made the large meeting room at City Hall available for the gathering, so the entire Samson and Anthal families were decorating the huge room. Mika and Samson set up the stage for the band while the others hung glittering lights everywhere.  
 
    Emily had found a giant disco ball in the storage room of the sheriff’s office. “This is perfect for your birthday, Dad,” she squealed like a teenager as the lights reflected off the ball, sending an incredible light show throughout the hall. 
 
    She climbed a ladder and threw a rope over the exposed beam in the center of the room, making a pulley to lift the heavy ball. She then attached one end of the rope to the ball. She told Amber to climb the ladder and attach the ball to the hook in the beam.  
 
    Raising a questioning eyebrow, Amber climbed to the top of the ladder and waited for Emily to hoist the ball up to her. 
 
    Mika and Samson noticed the efforts of the two women. “That looks like a recipe for disaster.” Samson grinned. “We’d better help them.” 
 
    Amber managed to secure the chain on the ball to the beam’s hook and untie the rope. As Emily yanked the rope from the beam, it backlashed and wrapped around the ladder leg, throwing Amber off balance. 
 
    Samson grabbed the ladder and kept it from falling, but Amber launched toward the floor. By some miracle, Mika caught her. She clung to the priest, shaking and crying. “I thought I was a dead woman,” Amber choked. 
 
    Mika held her until she stopped trembling and then carried her to a chair and set her down gently. Mika went down on one knee and pushed a stray strand of flaxen hair behind Amber’s ear so she could see her face. “Are you okay?” she said softly. 
 
    Amber nodded and then threw her arms around Mika’s neck and wept uncontrollably into her shoulder.  
 
    Leah had watched the scene unfold. Jealous rage was building within her, and she could feel her magic begging for release. She fought the urge to transport the woman to Somalia, where she was sure her blonde beauty would be greatly appreciated. Clenching her fist, Leah pushed the magic back down to a controllable level and vowed to have the priest in her bed before daybreak. She was sick of Mika’s rules. She cared for her, and she wanted her. Leah had to find a way to satisfy the agonizing ache she had been living with for so long. She knew if she ever made love to Mika, she would cease to know other women even existed. Leah knew she was that good.  
 
    Emily ran to Amber and Mika, horrified by the accident she had caused. Amber reluctantly let Emily lead her away. The priest searched the room for Leah, but she and Richie had gone to the mansion. 
 
    Mika finished helping with the decorations then called Leah as she walked to the rectory. 
 
    “Hello, Priest,” Leah purred, using the deep, sultry voice she knew drove her crazy.  
 
    “Leah,” Mika moaned, “um, uh, just called to see what time I should pick you up for the party.” 
 
    “Six thirty will be excellent.” Leah’s sensuous voice sent tingling electricity up and down Mika’s body. She often wondered what would happen when she finally shorted out. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika rang the doorbell right on time. Leah opened the door and watched Mika as she gazed at her. Leah wore a deep blood-red dress that hugged her hips, then gently flared out, ending just below her knees. The top of the dress was cut low, showing more cleavage than Mika liked to share with the world, but she couldn’t stop staring at it. 
 
    “See anything you like, Priest?” Leah smiled sensuously. 
 
    Mika couldn’t move. She knew how a trembling, mesmerized antelope felt as it waited for the lioness to take it down. Excitement stirred in her as she realized she was the prey tonight. 
 
    Two can play that game, she thought foolishly. Little did she know she had no chance of winning this game. She didn’t even know the rules. Leah had always played by her own rules. 
 
    “You look unbelievably gorgeous,” Mika finally choked out the compliment, wondering what had just filled her mouth with cotton balls. 
 
    “You look gorgeous, too.” Leah smiled her most tantalizing smile as she tiptoed to brush her lips against Mika’s. Mika’s arms immediately went around her waist and pulled her in for a deeper kiss.  
 
    Leah leaned back from her, dripping sensuality. “No, darling, you’ll ruin my makeup.” 
 
    Mika moaned. “Please don’t do this to me all night,” she pleaded. 
 
    Leah shot Mika her sultriest look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Priest.” 
 
    Every fiber of her being screamed, Run! Run! Save your soul, Priest, but all Mika could think about was touching her. 
 
    Leah placed her hand on Mika’s forearm, and Mika looked to see if her flesh was sizzling. She felt as if she had been branded as the fire emanated from Leah’s touch and flamed like an inferno throughout Mika’s body. 
 
    ## 
 
    As they entered the party room, Ruth hailed them to her table. She had gathered Delilah, Samson, Naomi, and Sara. Mika wondered where Sara’s husband was. Emily and Amber were sitting on a bench on the patio, talking.  
 
    Mika pulled out the chair for Leah. “What would you like to drink, Madam Mayor?” 
 
    “Wine is fine.” Leah smiled at her.  
 
    Good, Mika thought, she has settled down.  
 
    Mika came back with their drinks to find that Leah was across the table from her, between Delilah and Ruth. She frowned but then decided it might be for the best if she was to survive the night. Of course, that was before she felt a petite pointed high heel slide up the inside of her calf and pull it toward her, sending a shiver up her spine. Leah smiled at Mika innocently as the priest blushed bright red. 
 
    She had to hold Leah! Mika walked around the table to her. “I believe this dance is mine.”  
 
    “Let me just finish my wine first.” Leah flashed her most radiant smile. 
 
    “I believe this is our song, Mika.” Amber joined the group and took the priest’s arm, leading her to the dance floor. 
 
    Mika saw the danger in Leah’s eyes but knew it would insult Amber to turn her down in front of all their friends. She didn’t realize until they were on the dance floor that the song was the haunting, heartbreaking song The Winner Takes It All, by ABBA.  
 
    Amber never moved her eyes from Mika’s as they glided around the dance floor. “Listen to the words, Mika,” she whispered as she softly sang them in her ear. 
 
    Leah’s heart went out to the emerald-eyed beauty dancing with the priest. She knew the song would certainly mirror her feelings if she ever lost Mika’s love. Her mood changed as she saw Amber lead the priest outside to the patio. 
 
    Amber led Mika to the bench she had shared earlier with Emily and pulled her down to sit beside her. Mika didn’t say anything. 
 
    Finally, Amber spoke. “Why her, Mika? What’s so special about her?” 
 
    The priest hung her head, avoiding the hurt look in Amber’s eyes. 
 
    “I can’t explain it,” she said softly. “I can’t imagine my life without her in it. When I’m away from her, I find myself holding my breath until I catch sight of her again. She is the very air I breathe. She is exciting, frustrating, and sometimes infuriating. She is loving, caring, and exhilarating. She is funny and incredibly sensuous.” 
 
    “Years ago, you could have chosen me, before the priesthood, but you didn’t. Now, years later, you are risking your very soul to be with her,” Amber whispered. “What if you fail, Mika? What then? You know she can destroy you.” 
 
    “Yes,” the priest exhaled sharply. 
 
    Mika turned to her and caught both her hands. “Please move on, Amber. I love you so much, but as a sister. It has always been like a sister. I have never given you a reason to believe anything else.” 
 
    “I know,” Amber said softly, tears running down her cheeks. “I don’t blame you, Mika. I know my love for you has always been one-sided.” 
 
    She leaned her head on Mika’s shoulder and continued speaking softly, almost as if to herself. “I prayed for you, Mika. Every night I still pray for you, asking God to let you love me as I love you. I’m positive Leah has never prayed for you, has she? She doesn’t even believe in our God.” Her tears ran freely. “He gave you a choice. You could have had any woman you wanted, and you chose her.” 
 
    “I love her with all that I am,” Mika answered. “I can’t help it. She’s my addiction. She is the woman I want to bind with for all eternity.” 
 
    “You know I won’t stand in your way, and I will always be there for you when you need me.” Amber stood, drying her tears and managing a sad smile. 
 
    “I will always be there for you when you need me,” Mika assured her. She handed her a handkerchief. Mika’s heart ached for her; she was sorry that she was the cause of her unhappiness. “You know that you and me, we were never meant to be together. I know God has a different plan for you. You’ll see.” 
 
    Mika looked toward the party that was in full swing and saw Leah watching them. “We should go inside.” 
 
    “You go ahead.” Amber smiled tentatively. “I need to regain my composure.” 
 
    They hugged a long, comforting hug and then parted. 
 
    Leah was waiting for her. “It’s ABBA Hour,” she said, catching Mika’s hand and pulling her to the dance floor.  
 
    The almost country-sounding song of ABBA led into the easy dance song “I do, I do, I do, I do, I do.” 
 
    Leah sang the words into Mika’s ear in a low, melodic voice, sending shock waves through her. God, she loved her. 
 
    Mika pulled her tightly against her, two-stepping around the dance floor in perfect harmony. She had no words for the sheer thrill of holding Leah in her arms. Mika pressed her hand harder against the small of Leah’s back. Leah could feel every move Mika made as she easily followed her lead.  
 
    “I love that you are such an accomplished dancer,” Leah whispered. Her warm breath and just the slightest touch of her lips to Mika’s ear stirred a longing she had been trying to suppress all day. 
 
    The song died down, and Mika stepped back from her. 
 
    Suddenly the wailing sound of an incredible synthesizer soared through the night as Abba’s “Gimme, Gimme, Gimme A Man, After Midnight” burned across the dance floor. The driving beat of the drums and guitars reminded Mika of a pagan fertility dance. Leah danced backward away from her, smiling so intoxicatingly that Mika felt lightheaded. 
 
    As the chorus started, Leah began dancing toward Mika. She was extremely seductive. She swayed her hips to the music as her feet carried her to the priest to the beat of the drums. She lifted her hands above her head, tousled her hair, tilted her head back and then slid her hands salaciously down her body. She shredded Mika’s soul.  
 
    As the chorus ended, Leah slipped her arms around Mika’s neck. In an erotic haze, Mika put her hands on Leah’s hips and began to move her around the dance floor, never disengaging from her predatory gaze. 
 
    Mika thought she was going to die. The heat the two of them generated was unbearable. She fought the desire to rip off her collar so she could breathe. A fine sheen of perspiration covered both as they closed the small distance between their bodies. Leah gasped as Mika gripped her as tightly as she could and whirled her around the dance floor. Leah had awakened a desperate need in the priest, a need she could no longer control. 
 
    When the dance ended, Mika realized they were alone on the dance floor. She tried to swallow, but nothing happened. Applause and cat whistles filled the air around them. One of the miners yelled, “Get a room,” and Mika suddenly realized that they had probably just danced one of the most suggestive dances their town had ever seen. 
 
    Mika dragged Leah from the dance floor and outside. She had to get some air. She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t form a complete sentence. All she could think about was getting Leah alone and making her fulfill the promises with which she had teased her all day. 
 
    They drove in silence to the mansion. Leah handed her the key to open the door. They stepped inside, and Mika immediately shoved Leah against the closed door. She kissed Leah passionately, scraping her teeth against hers. Leah caressed the blonde’s lips with hers, fanning the fire she had ignited during the dance. She knew Mika wanted her; her desire was so powerful she couldn’t help herself. Leah unzipped Mika’s dress and slipped it off, not caring where it landed. 
 
    She felt Mika’s hands go under the skirt of her dress and gasped as she pulled it over her head in one quick motion. Mika stood back and surveyed her perfect body, clad only in her panties and bra. Lust filled Mika’s eyes as she picked up Leah and almost ran up the stairs with her. She pushed open the door to the bedroom with her foot and laid her on the bed.  
 
    Mika kissed her repeatedly, delighting in the way her skin felt. She never let her lips stray from Leah’s until she was on her back and Mika was between her legs. Mika began slowly moving her lips down Leah’s neck, lingering over the delicate indention of her throat. Leah moaned softly as Mika’s tongue traced the top of her bra and briefly caught her taut nipple with her teeth. She reached under Leah and easily unfastened her bra.  
 
    Leah knew Mika was hers. She knew that once she finished with the priest, she would never look at another. She knew Mika would make love to her. She knew she would destroy her. 
 
    Destroy her! The words rang through Leah’s head like thunder in a volcano, rocking her senses.  
 
    In a voice from hell, she screamed, “Get off me, Priest,” and threw Mika across the room, crashing into the wall. 
 
    Leah lay flat on her back, staring at the ceiling, trying to slow the ragged breathing that was racking her body. For the first time in her life she had put aside her wants and desires and had done something for someone else, someone she loved. Suddenly she knew that more than desire, more than lust, more than physical attraction, she loved Mika Cross with all her being. For the first time in a very long time, she experienced a feeling that had long ago disappeared from her repertoire of emotions: shame. 
 
    She jumped at the groan coming from the far side of her bedroom. She had flung Mika far and hard against her wall. She ran to the blonde to see if she was hurt. 
 
    Mika shook her head, dazed by both the lust draining from her mind and the impact with the wall.  
 
    Leah was on her knees beside her, touching Mika’s face, holding it between her hands. “Darling, are you okay?” she cried, concern lining her beautiful face. 
 
    “I…I am fine.” Mika tried to get up but fell back as dizziness overtook her. She looked at Leah and then at herself and blushed the deepest red imaginable. Leah was clad only in her dangling bra and matching panties, while Mika wore only panties. 
 
    Mika scrambled away from Leah, scooting backward along the wall until she finally gained her footing and stood up, looking down at her. 
 
    “Leah,” she gasped in horror. “I…I…uh, I am sorry. I never meant to…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mika. I’m the one who should be apologizing.” She hung her head. “I was shameless, doing everything I could to get you here. I…I could have destroyed you.”  
 
    “But you didn’t,” Mika whispered. 
 
    Leah moved toward Mika, and she backed away, looking at their scantily clad bodies. “We need to get dressed. We probably ruined Samson’s birthday party.” She grimaced. 
 
    Mika found her bra at the foot of Leah’s bed and her shoes in the doorway to her bedroom. She looked around for her dress and realized it was downstairs. She gasped as she recalled that she had started undressing before they even reached the bedroom. She ran downstairs and brought back their dresses, handing Leah’s to her sheepishly. 
 
    Leah laughed as she took the badly wrinkled dress. “I think I’ll put on something a little neater looking,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    She slipped into a simple black dress that went down to her calves with her signature slit up to mid-thigh. Mika noticed the exposed cleavage was still visible and exhaled sharply. Leah slipped on a pair of black pumps that made her legs look even shapelier. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika pulled the car back into the original parking spot at Samson’s party and turned off the engine. She reached for Leah’s hand and kissed it gently. “Thank you,” she whispered. “You saved us.” 
 
    Mika jumped out of the car and ran around to open Leah’s door. As Leah stood up to face her, Mika softly kissed her. Leah leaned in for more, slipping her tongue between Mika’s lips, seeking hers. Mika happily granted her access as she held her tightly. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll mess up your makeup?” She grinned as they separated. 
 
    “I can easily fix it.” Leah smiled. They walked hand in hand back into the birthday party just as the cake was being rolled out. 
 
    Emily raised a questioning eyebrow at Ruth, as if asking, “Did they?”  
 
    Everyone at the table turned to see the tall brunette’s answer. To everyone’s surprise, Ruth shook her head. 
 
    Both Leah and Mika noticed the exchange between the people sitting at their table and smiled. 
 
    “I am so sorry we had to leave.” Leah flashed her most dazzling smile. “I spilled something on my dress and had to change. Mika was kind enough to drive me home.” 
 
    Still holding her hand, Leah sat down beside Ruth, pulling Mika down into the seat next to her. Mika leaned over and whispered in Leah’s ear how much she loved her, and she leaned against the priest, enjoying the feel of her warm breath and lips so close to her ear. 
 
    Samson cleared his throat, still visualizing the two of them on the dance floor, “You are just in time for the birthday cake.” he smiled. “Delilah, will you help me serve?” 
 
    A birthday cake was placed on everyone’s table and quickly cut and passed to all the partygoers. Emily stood and led everyone in the happy birthday song and then insisted that Samson blow out the candles on his cake. 
 
    Samson made his wish, blew out all the candles, and thanked everyone for coming.  
 
    “Hey,” blurted out Emily, “has anyone seen my cell phone? I have been looking for it all night.” 
 
    “I can try calling it and see if it rings so you can hear it,” Ruth offered. “I am not sure you can hear it over this noise.” 
 
    Ruth punched the button that would dial Emily’s phone, and everyone listened for the sound. Ruth’s extraordinary hearing picked up the sound of the phone. “I believe it’s on the patio,” she said. 
 
    Emily retrieved her phone from the bench she had shared with Amber earlier in the evening, noting that the battery was almost dead. She shoved it in her pocket, making a mental note to charge it as soon as she got home. 
 
    The live band began playing a slow song, and Emily held out her hand to Leah, who refused with just the slightest movement of her head. Mika stood and led her fiancée to the dance floor. Leah melted into her arms, laying her head on Mika’s shoulder, allowing her to lead her around the dance floor.  
 
    Gone was the raging lust that had characterized their earlier dances. Mika had no idea what song was playing. She only knew the woman in her arms was the one she would spend eternity with because she had been strong enough for them. She bent and softly kissed Leah’s lips, lingering a little longer than she should have, but not caring what anyone thought. 
 
    Mika led her back to their table and went to get coffee to go with their cake. Emily slid into the seat beside Leah. “What happened?” She smirked. “The priest too strong for the Wicked Queen?” 
 
    At Leah’s look of horror, Emily added, “Oh, she doesn’t know who you are, does she? I thought that surely you would own her soul by now. After that dance you did, you could have melted me and poured me into your pocket. I know you. You were getting even with her for the little tête-à-tête with Amber.” 
 
    “If you must know, yes,” Leah snarled. “I was most unhappy about her behavior with Amber.” 
 
    “Jealous much, Your Majesty?” Emily antagonized her. 
 
    “I’m over it now,” Leah murmured. 
 
    Seeing Emily in her chair, Mika grabbed another chair and scooted it between the two women. She had been polite long enough. She wasn’t letting anything else upset Leah tonight. 
 
    “Ruth,” Mika smiled innocently, “I haven’t seen you and the sheriff dancing tonight, and I know you love to dance.” 
 
    “I do.” Ruth grinned. “Come on, Em, let’s hit the dance floor.” 
 
    Samson was opening his birthday presents and worked his way to the large box containing the present from Leah. “What in the world can this be?” Samson smiled as he tried to shake the package. When he pulled the shield from the box, he gasped in surprise, and his eyes looked as if he might cry. He quickly got himself under control and smiled at Leah. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said softly, bowing slightly. 
 
    Mika had seen several of the guest curtsy and address Leah as “Your Majesty” tonight. Must have something to do with their respect for the mayor’s title, she thought. 
 
    As the partiers began leaving, Mika and Leah thanked Samson and Delilah for a lovely evening and made their exit. There was an easy contentment between them now, with a low, smoldering passion underneath. Neither of them spoke of what had happened earlier in the evening. At the mansion, Mika walked Leah to the door and kissed her slowly, longingly and thankfully.  
 
    ## 
 
    Lying in her bed, Leah went over the events of the day. She knew that her jealousy of Amber had almost cost the priest her soul. She still wondered where she had found the strength to stop Mika from doing what she desired so desperately. She promised herself she would find some way to control her jealousy if it was the last thing she did. She thought about the sad and haunting song Amber had danced with the priest. Her mind slipped into sleep with the vision of Mika in nothing but her panties and a shy smile. 
 
    Lying in her bed, Mika thought about the day. She was exhausted by the intense passion and desire she had battled all day. Many things about Leah flashed through her mind: Leah’s incredible beauty that continued to leave her breathless, her intense passion that had steamrolled Mika’s self-control, and her eyes flashing in anger at the sight of her and Amber together. Mika knew she loved everything about Leah Anthal, even her stubbornness and aggressiveness. Her mind slipped into sleep with the vision of Leah dancing sensuously toward her, her hips gyrating to the driving music, stalking her prey. 
 
    ## 
 
    Emily removed her phone from the charger and checked for messages. Except for a text from Ruth, there was nothing. She was about to clear the text when she noticed that a rather large recording was on her phone. Curious, because she hadn’t recorded anything, she played back the recording.  
 
    The sheriff sat silently after hearing the recording on her phone.  It was the entire conversation between the priest and Amber. Emily knew this recording would totally put Leah’s mind at ease. She debated on whether she should erase the recording and hope that Amber would succeed in breaking up the couple or play the recording for Leah and reassure her that nothing had ever happened between the priest and Amber. She was surprised to find that she was relieved that nothing had ever happened between the priest and Amber. Shoving the phone into her pocket, she headed to the diner. 
 
    Leah was sitting in the booth she usually shared with the priest. Mika hadn’t arrived yet, so Emily slid into the seat across from the mayor. 
 
    Leah raised her eyebrows and scowled at the sheriff. Emily held up her hands, palms toward Leah, “Just listen to me before you turn me into a rat,” she said with a grimace. “I have something you need to hear.” 
 
    The sheriff placed her cell phone in the center of the table and pushed play. Leah’s heart stopped as she identified the voices on the recording as those of Mika and Amber. 
 
    Ruth heard the recording and realized it would cement Leah’s faith and trust in the priest. It made her happy. She moved out the back door of the diner and intercepted the priest before she reached the front door. 
 
    “Mika,” she called her. “Do you have a minute?” 
 
    Mika turned to smile at the attractive brunette. “I always have time for you, Ruth.”  
 
    “I…uh…” Ruth searched desperately for some reason she would want to talk with the priest. She needed to stall her so Leah could hear the entire recording. “I-I just wondered if you will be taking confessions today?” she stammered. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Mika answered. “I’m meeting Leah for breakfast and then heading straight to the church. I would be happy to hear…” 
 
    “I’m not sure how it all works,” Ruth stalled. “I have never done it before. I understand there’s an entrance from the outside into the confessional. Could you show me where that is?” 
 
    Mika glanced toward the front door of the diner then back at Ruth. “Sure.” She led Ruth to the backside of the cathedral, to the walkway through the garden and finally to the door that opened into the confessional. “See, it’s very private and easy.” 
 
    As they walked around the church, back in sight of the diner, Ruth saw Emily pull away in her patrol car. "Thank you so much.” Ruth smiled then ran toward the back of the diner. 
 
    Leah sat motionless, deep in thought. She felt small, undeserving, and petty. She was ashamed of her jealousy of a woman who was obviously hurting because she, too, loved the priest. Like Amber, Leah wondered why Mika had chosen her. Most of all she wondered who had allowed Mika the choice of the Wicked Queen. Surely, no sane God would have given the priest to her. 
 
    The words from the ABBA song, “The Winner Takes It All,” ran through her mind. 
 
    As much as she refused to admit it, she knew Mika answered to a higher power than she had ever known. A chill went down her spine as she recalled Emily’s shocked exclamation, “She doesn’t know who you are, does she?” 
 
    She had thought that Emily was about to dash her world to dust and crush her in the process when the recording began to play. Then she realized it was Amber’s final words to the priest about her love for her. It was also a heart-rending confirmation of Mika’s love for Leah. 
 
    Emily turned off the recording. “I wanted so badly to erase this,” she said, “to leave you thinking there was something between the priest and Amber. Maybe give us another chance.” 
 
    Leah’s head snapped up and angry black eyes locked on the blonde’s green ones. 
 
    “But I realized I am still the same coward that let you down the first time,” Emily mumbled. “After all, I am the sheriff. How could I stoop so low as to love the Wicked Queen? People, my parents, everyone, expects more of me. I would be ostracized if anyone ever found out about our affair.” 
 
    Emily’s words should have stung Leah, but they didn’t. All she could think about was getting to Mika and telling her how much she loved her. The sheriff grabbed her cell phone and stomped out the door. Moments later, Mika walked into the diner, her eyes seeking Leah’s. 
 
    Leah was in her arms, covering Mika’s face with kisses, hugging her so tightly that she couldn’t breathe. “I love you, Priest,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear and not caring if they did hear. “I honestly love you.” 
 
    “You know, I love you.” Mika smiled, her heart bursting. For the first time, Leah had admitted she loved her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 - The Evil Lurking 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leah looked at the year’s planning calendar on her wall and wondered how October had gotten here so quickly. She smiled when she realized that every day on her calendar had a capital P on it, meaning she’d had an engagement with the priest. 
 
    As if to prove a point to herself, she pulled the previous year’s calendar from her desk drawer, unfolded it, and confirmed that every day on it also had a P. She realized that from the very first day Mika strolled through her town, she had been with her. Not a single day in the past eighteen months had gone by without them seeing each other. 
 
    She thought of the changes the priest had brought to her town. Mika had restored the cathedral to its former grandeur. She had formed a baseball league for both children and their parents. She had spearheaded the building of the ball fields that were considered the best in the seven-city league. She had been instrumental in bringing home the Winter Solstice Festival’s skating trophy, causing a new interest in the town’s winter skating rink. Several couples were planning to compete this year. Certainly, Richie wanted to try again. With Isaac’s father employed as chief groundskeeper for the cathedral, the family’s money worries had disappeared. Upkeep of the cathedral grounds required a four-man crew.   
 
    The priest had brought a long list of things she wanted to initiate in the community, but only if Leah agreed and they could do them together. They had funded a theater for local thespians. Leah had arranged funding for Jacob to get a combination bowling alley/roller skating rink, and she and Mika now bowled on a weekly team. 
 
    Membership in the priest’s church had increased to the point that she had been allowed a curate to assist her, Gloria Thomas, a Mika lookalike only a couple of inches shorter. People were always confusing Gloria with Mika.  
 
    Mika was also given permission to hire a secretary, an accountant, and a housekeeper. Mika had insisted Leah interview and hire her female employees so she wouldn’t be jealous of them. Leah smiled when she thought about how she had hired Martha, the most impeccable—but homely—housekeeper possible, and Angie, the most efficient and dedicated, but older, secretary she could find.  
 
    Overall, the church had been a boon for the town’s economy. The priest had certainly been a boon to her happiness. 
 
    She smiled at all the changes the priest had brought about in just eighteen months. For eighteen months, they had struggled with their attraction for one another with no word from the church on whether they could marry. She had decided it didn’t matter. She would take whatever time she could have with Mika however she could have it. As long as she could see her every day, she was happy. 
 
    Perhaps the biggest change had been in her. God knows she had learned patience, self-control, and sacrifice. The recent election had handed her the mayor’s office again, but the truly wonderful thing was that she won with ninety-five percent of the vote. Eighteen months ago, she would have been furious that five percent of the ungrateful voters had not voted for her, but today she was thankful for the ninety-five percent.  
 
    She chuckled as she recalled Mika insisting on her adhering to the “glass is half full” concept instead of the “glass is half empty” philosophy of her mother. Her mother—Leah was amazed at how seldom she thought of her past and those that had haunted her nightmares for so many years, before Mika. All the horror of her past seemed to belong to someone else in another life, long, long ago, not Mayor Leah Anthal. 
 
    The townspeople treated her with genuine respect and friendship. She and the priest were included in every function, party, and wedding in the parish. Business leaders often visited her office to ask her advice on plans and ideas. Samson had even headed up a Mayor Leah Anthal Appreciation Day, and the City Council had approved it as an annual holiday. Even Delilah had become one of her supporters. 
 
    Richie was almost a teenager. Mika had been a wonderful influence on the boy, teaching him sports, skating, hard work, and religion. Yes, religion. Although she had never entered the church once it became consecrated ground, her son was a very active member.  
 
    Mika believed that idle hands were the devil’s workshop when it came to teenage boys. She was always looking for some project or activity to keep Richie busy. Leah knew Mika and Richie had been working on a major project for over a year. It was a surprise, they kept telling her whenever she inquired about it. 
 
    She hugged herself as she thought about how happy she was. She knew that everything good and wonderful in her life was tied to the astonishing woman she had fallen in love with eighteen months ago. She smiled as she thought of how everyone now called them the town’s power couple daily. 
 
    “Hey, pretty lady.” Mika stuck her head around the door. “May I come in?” 
 
    “Of course.” She tried to hide her joy at seeing her, but failed miserably and finally added, “But do close and lock the door.” 
 
    She was in Mika’s arms before she could step away from the door. Mika looked down at her and smiled. “I thought I would stop by and see if you would join me for lunch. No, the truth is I couldn’t stand another minute without kissing your wonderful lips.” 
 
    Mika kissed her gently before pulling her closer and seeking Leah’s tongue with hers. Their tongues danced a slow, languid waltz of taste and desire. 
 
    “Whoa, cowboy,” Leah said hoarsely. “We don’t need to go down that road again.” 
 
    They both jumped when the priest’s phone rang. “Yes, this is Mika.” Holding the phone to her ear, she leaned down to kiss Leah again. “Yes. Yes, I understand. Thank you for informing me. No. Dinner will be just fine. So, six of you at six.” 
 
    A frown wrinkled Mika’s forehead as she spoke to Leah. “The bishop will be here for dinner tonight. He wants to dine with you and me.” 
 
    The look of fear in Leah’s eyes made Mika sad. “Don’t worry, Leah. We will dine in the rectory. I never consecrated it.” She wished she knew why Leah shunned consecrated ground. 
 
    Relief washed over Leah, and she exhaled slowly. “What can I do? How can I help? I am scared, Mika.” 
 
    “How about we discuss this over lunch?” She kissed her again. “You know, I consider my day a total loss if I don’t get to kiss you at least twenty times.” 
 
    Leah laughed out loud and relaxed. She knew Mika would handle whatever was about to come their way.  
 
    As they walked to the diner, Mika called Martha and informed her of their impending visitors. She told her to do whatever she needed to do to have a nice dinner for their guests. “Bring in your sister and daughter or anyone else you need to help.  There will be nine of us dining at the rectory at six. Oh, and Martha, use the best china and silver. Okay?”  
 
    She then called Gloria Thomas and invited her to dine with them. Leah knew she had done this to give the young priest an opportunity to make an impression on the bishop. 
 
    Amber and Emily were having lunch and greeted them when they entered. Leah arranged for Emily to pick up Richie from school and keep him overnight. Ruth smiled her genuinely friendly smile as she placed their drinks in front of them. “Want to try the special or the usual?” she asked.  
 
    “Our usual.” Leah returned her smile. 
 
    “I know you are nervous.” Mika took her hands and kissed each of them as a peacefulness spread throughout her body. “The bishop is just another representative of God. And heaven knows you have certainly had experience handling a representative of God.” She grinned as if they shared a secret joke and, in fact, they did. Leah smiled back, her concern washed away by Mika’s calm, soft touch. 
 
    “I know nothing of your religion,” she said softly. I don’t even know how to greet him.” I would know how to kill him. Been there, done that, she thought briefly, realizing that once, a long time ago, she had simply destroyed anything that caused her discomfort instead of trying to confront difficulties. She shook her head, clearing the disturbing thoughts that were rearing their ugly heads. She concentrated on what the priest was saying. 
 
    “When you greet him, simply say, ‘Your Excellency,’ bow slightly on your left knee, and kiss his ring,” Mika instructed. 
 
    “Bow and kiss,” she growled. “I’ve never bowed and kissed anyone’s anything. I’m not about to start now.” 
 
    People always bowed to me, she thought. I was the Queen. The feared Wicked Queen. Again, she shook her head, wondering from where these thoughts were coming from. She hadn’t experienced these thoughts in a long time, but then she hadn’t felt threatened in a long time. She wondered if she would always revert to the Wicked Queen when she felt jeopardized. 
 
    Mika watched her beautiful face turn dark and menacing. A haughty look of disdain had replaced her usual amiable smile. Her already regal posture seemed to straighten more, almost painfully, and her chin lifted as if everything in the diner was beneath her. The thought flashed through Mika’s mind that Leah looked possessed. The scary thing was that she found her magnificent and incredibly desirable. She knew why those who had known her for a long time often addressed Leah as “Your Majesty.” She looked like a queen. 
 
    Jokingly, Mika leaned across the table and kissed her lightly. “A lira for your thoughts, my queen,” she said, much more sensuously than she had intended. 
 
    Leah snapped her black eyes to Mika and seemed to come out of a trance. “Oh, I-I…um,” she stammered. 
 
    “It’s okay, darling,” Mika assured. “Everything will be okay.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Dinner was a friendly affair, with the bishop congratulating them on the success of the church in their parish. He noted that it was always a tremendous asset to have the parish’s mayor working so closely with the local priest. 
 
    After dinner, the bishop, Mika, and Leah moved to the parlor, where Martha had a warm fire burning and sherry set out for them. The rest of the party remained at the table for dessert. Leah served the sherry then sat quietly beside Mika on the sofa.  
 
    “I’m sure you know why I am here, Mika,” the bishop said, taking control of the conversation.  
 
    Mika nodded.  
 
    “You have petitioned the church to marry the woman seated next to you.”  
 
    Mika nodded again. 
 
    The bishop studied Leah for a long time. He couldn’t help noticing her beauty. She was exquisite. She was obviously well bred and schooled within an inch of her life. Her presence was almost commanding, yet she deferred to him when necessary. She hadn’t kissed his ring, but she had bowed and greeted him properly. Yes! He could see how a woman would trade her soul for a woman like Leah Anthal. 
 
    “Do you love Mika Cross?” the bishop finally spoke. 
 
    “With all my heart,” Leah answered without thinking, “she is the anchor for my soul.” As the words came from her mouth, Leah knew they were the truth. Without Mika, she would be irredeemably lost. 
 
    “Mika, do you love Leah Anthal?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency. I have always loved her,” Mika whispered reverently. 
 
    The bishop rose from his chair and moved to stand in front of the couple. Taking a hand from each of them, he placed them one on top of the other and then held them between his hands. “I bless you and give you permission to marry,” he said softly, but clearly. 
 
    Mika’s heart soared. She knew she could fly if she tried. She fell on her knees before the bishop and kissed his ring once more. “Thank you, Your Excellency. Thank you.” Tears filled her eyes. Mika would have married Leah anyway, but she was glad the church had sanctioned their marriage. 
 
    Leah’s heart sank to unknown depths. This wasn’t supposed to happen. How could any church sanction her marriage to anyone, especially a priest? My God! She was the Wicked Queen! Did these people of God know nothing? Did they have no insight, no intuition? Couldn’t they feel the lurking evil of her former self? 
 
    After the bishop and his entourage left, Mika led Leah back into the parlor and poured her a glass of sherry. She was ecstatic, but Leah was extremely subdued.  
 
    “We can set a date for the wedding,” Mika said, beaming. 
 
    “Mika,” Leah caressed her name as it escaped from her lips, “we must talk, but not tonight. I’m too tired and I need to think. Marriage is an irrevocable step.” 
 
    “Irrevocable?” Mika whispered in astonishment. “Of course it is. I thought you wanted that.” 
 
    Leah watched as disappointment spread across Mika’s lovely face and hurt filled her blue eyes. She loved everything about this woman. It hurt her to cause Mika even a moment’s distress. 
 
    Mika knew something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Leah had gone from being elated, prior to the bishop’s visit, to being morose. She didn’t pressure Leah. “I’ll walk you home,” she said as she helped Leah put on her coat. 
 
    A light snow had started to fall. Early this year, Leah thought.  
 
    At the door of the mansion, Mika tilted Leah’s head up so she could look into her eyes. “I love you,” she said softly. “I know something is wrong. I don’t know what it is, but we can overcome anything if we are together. Please don’t shut me out.” 
 
    Leah parted her lips, inviting a kiss, and Mika complied. She gently moved her soft, full lips against Mika’s, causing her to moan. “That’s what I mean,” she whispered. “I can’t live without this.” 
 
    “We don’t have to set a date or anything,” Mika continued. “We can just be engaged for as long as you like, but please don’t take this away from me. We just need to talk.” 
 
    Leah kissed her again, hungrily, almost desperately. “Plan on dinner here tomorrow at six,” she said. “It will be a long night.” 
 
    Mika laughed. She wasn’t sending her away. If she had the promise of the next day, and the next day and the day after that, she would be happy. 
 
    “Breakfast, as usual, at the diner in the morning.” Mika pulled her tighter for another kiss. 
 
    “Yes,” Leah whispered, gripping her frantically, responding passionately to her kiss. 
 
    It was after midnight when Leah sent her away. 
 
    Leah locked the door behind her and slowly ascended the stairs to her cold and lonely bedroom. The bedroom she wanted so desperately to share with Mika Cross. She knew that eventually she had to tell her who she was. She was surprised that no one had seen fit to fill Mika in on her past, but apparently, their new respect for her had prevented that. They probably figured she already knew. The priest was so big on forgiveness, but she wondered if Mika would be able to forgive her sins. She doubted it. She tried to drive the agony of losing her from her mind. She knew she wouldn’t live without Mika. She willed herself to sleep. Tomorrow would take all the presence of mind she had. She needed to rest. For the first time in a long time, her sleep was haunted by the nightmares she thought she had escaped. 
 
    Mika toweled her hair as she looked at Leah’s balcony. The cold shower had calmed the longing in her. She was troubled by Leah’s reaction to the bishop’s announcement that they could marry. She thought Leah would be as thrilled as she. She had a sinking feeling that tomorrow would be a long day. She had known the first time she looked into Leah’s eyes that she was dealing with unimaginable demons, but Mika thought they had laid them to rest. She fell asleep with visions of Leah filling her mind. 
 
    Leah was at the diner when Mika arrived. She wondered how Leah existed on so little sleep. She looked lovely, as always, until Mika got close enough to see the dark shadows under her eyes. She knew Leah’s sleep had been as restless as hers. 
 
    “Whoa.” Ruth frowned when she saw them. “You two look like the harbingers of doom. I take it the bishop didn’t give you good news last night.” 
 
    “Yes, he did,” the priest said wearily, “we just have some issues to work through.” 
 
    “I hope you can, Priest,” Ruth said sincerely, “I truly hope you can.” She shook her head as she placed their coffee in front of them. 
 
    “Leah,” Mika spoke softly, “I love you and I know you love me. No matter what demons you are fighting, I will fight them with you. I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
    A small, sad smile flitted across Leah’s perfect face. She simply nodded. 
 
    “Look,” Mika pushed. “I have nothing pressing. Can we just talk about this right now? I will go crazy waiting until tonight.” 
 
    “Now is as good a time as any.” Leah shrugged. “Can we go to my home after breakfast?” 
 
    “Leah.” The sheriff charged through the door of the diner, almost running to their booth. “We have a problem at the mines. You really need to see this.” 
 
    Leah eyed Emily suspiciously, as if the sheriff were making up something to get her alone. “Now?” she hissed at the blonde. 
 
    “Now,” Emily insisted. 
 
    “Will you come with us?” Leah asked Mika. 
 
    “Of course.” She was curious about what could be so important at the mines that it would require the mayor’s immediate attention. 
 
    Emily stopped the patrol car at the top of the ravine that overlooked the main entrance to the mines. Mika noticed a road leading up to the mines, but it was blocked by huge boulders, forcing them to slip and slide down the steep embankment to the mouth of the mine. She held Leah’s hand, helping her as much as she could to keep her high heels from pitching her forward. Mika was amazed at how agile Leah was, and even in heels managed to reach the bottom of the incline before anyone else. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” the mine foreman, Levi, said as he bowed to Leah, kissing her outstretched hand, “thank you for coming. I know you will want to see this.” 
 
    The miners and several townspeople had gathered outside the mine and spread apart, providing a clear path for their mayor to move quickly to the entrance of the mine. Many of them bowed and mumbled, “Your Majesty” or “My queen.” 
 
    Leah glided effortlessly over the rough ground leading to the mouth of the mine. Her commanding presence was regal and very much that of a queen. The priest was impressed and found that she was tremendously proud that she was her future wife. 
 
    She also found that Leah’s appearance invoked an even deeper desire in her. Leah was powerful and purposeful. She was magnificent. 
 
    When Mika caught up with her, Levi was showing Leah veins in the mine walls. “They are all like this,” he grunted in disgust. “Throughout the entire mine system, they’re all like this.” 
 
    Leah placed her fingertips against what looked like black tar. She studied it then sniffed it. “When did this begin?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “The night crew started noticing it right after midnight.” The mine foreman frowned. “The entire fuc…uh…frickin’ veins of…frickin’ dust have turned to this.” 
 
    The mayor couldn’t resist a moment’s disapproval. “Really, Levi, ‘frickin’?” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” the miner barked. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “It is evil!” 
 
    The priest knew what it was, too. She had smelled it the minute she entered the mine. For the first time since its inception, their town was being filled with pure, unadulterated evil. 
 
    “We need to contain it,” Leah spoke softly, but her words echoed throughout the mineshaft. “Close off all the tributaries leading into the main shaft. Seal the main entrance to the mine until we can figure out what to do. Build bonfires at night and keep sentinels around the mine twenty-four seven. Notify me immediately if any of it escapes the mine.” 
 
    Leah was extremely concerned. She was no stranger to evil, but she had never dealt with it in its purest form before. She had to get to her family mausoleum, and she had to lose the priest. She intended to tell Mika who she was, but she wanted to do it in her own way. Right now, that had to wait. 
 
    She pulled Emily aside and asked her to keep the priest preoccupied. “I don’t care if you have to lock her in jail,” she added. “Keep her out of harm’s way.” 
 
    The sheriff grinned at the idea of jailing the priest, but pushed the vision aside, knowing she could come up with something more diplomatic. 
 
    It was her first visit to the mines, and as they returned to the patrol car, Mika noticed the bay was visible from the mountain.  
 
    ## 
 
    The sheriff skillfully pulled the patrol car to the curb in front of the cathedral, jumped out, and opened the priest’s door. 
 
    “What…where…I need to be with you,” Mika blurted to Leah. 
 
    “Nope, this is town business,” Emily barked as she tried to drag her from the car, “business the mayor and sheriff need to handle.” 
 
    Mika turned a frantic look toward Leah. “I can help,” she cried emphatically. 
 
    “Please, Priest, for once, just do as I ask.” Leah’s voice was cold and hard. She gave her a look that was not to be defied. 
 
    Mika got out of the car and watched as they sped away, toward the cemetery. Strange, she thought, I have been here almost two years and have never officiated a funeral. She had never set foot in the cemetery. 
 
    Mika headed for the diner to get a cup of coffee but noticed the Closed sign on the door. Oh, well, she thought, Martha probably has a pot of coffee on anyway. 
 
    To her surprise, no one was at work in the church. She walked back outside to the street and noticed that no living soul could be seen anywhere. The entire town was deserted. All the shops were closed. It felt like a ghost town. 
 
    Returning to her office, she tried to call Martha. No answer. She tried to call everyone on her staff. No one answered their phones. In desperation, she called Leah. She didn’t answer either. Mika walked to the sheriff’s office. Surely the deputy on duty would know what was going on. The door was locked. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah tore through her family mausoleum, frantically looking for something to reinforce her magic. There was no doubt that she was the most powerful witch in the world, but she was wading into new waters, dealing with demonic evil. Briefly, she wondered why it had come to her town. After what seemed like hours, she found the book of spells for which she had been searching. Flipping through the pages, she began reading the information on combatting the devil. She was ready. She transported herself to the mines. 
 
    As she arrived, she was engulfed in frantic activity as miners and townspeople scurried up the embankments and fled the mines. “The queen is here,” someone screamed, and the crowd seemed to calm a bit. They stopped to see what she would do. 
 
    Levi was the last to run out of the mines. “It is filled with demons,” he screamed at her, “millions of them.” 
 
    Putting up a force field in front of her, Leah ventured into the mouth of the mine. The main room of the mine was clear, but when she turned the corner into a smaller tributary, she was shaken by the sight of thousands of demonic-looking creatures of all sizes, crawling on the walls and ceiling, skittering along the floor. They shrieked and howled when they saw her, as if she was the prey for which they had come. She immediately increased the size of her force field, filling every crevice of the mine from right to left. She began to move forward, pushing the screaming, slobbering demons back into the caves. 
 
    Too late, she realized that all the tributaries were filled with the screaming ghouls. They began streaming in from her right and left, almost reaching her before she could throw up a shield to protect herself. One slashed a talon across the right side of her face, causing blood to run freely down her neck and shoulder. 
 
    The smell of fresh blood, her blood, whipped them into a frenzy. Howling, they began to push harder against her, as thousands more of them filled the caverns. 
 
    Ruth heard the increased roar of the demons inside the mine and knew they were moving closer to the entrance and outside the mines. She moved quickly to get the only help she could think of. She skidded to a stop in front of the cathedral. Running at top speed, she quickly entered the confessional, screaming at the top of her lungs for the priest. 
 
    Without hesitation, Mika jumped into Ruth’s car. She drove like a mad woman but made it to the mines in less than three minutes. She parked in the same place the sheriff had parked the patrol car earlier that day. 
 
    Mika was out of the car before it stopped. The screaming and wailing that assaulted her ears was deafening. It sounded like someone had poured boiling oil on a million screaming banshees. The sounds coming from the mine were so ominous that she put her hands over her ears. 
 
    Amber and the entire Samson family—including Richie—and Mother Superior from the convent were standing on the ridge overlooking the ravine to the mine. “Where is Leah?” Mika screamed, trying to make herself heard over the din. 
 
    “She is in the mine,” Amber yelled in her ear. 
 
    A roar of applause went up from the crowd as their mayor emerged from the mine, but it was short lived. She wasn’t emerging triumphant. She was backing out of the mine, being pushed by the hideous creatures she was somehow containing temporarily. 
 
    It appeared that she had created a force field between her and the legions seeking to devour her. 
 
    “Help her!” Mika screamed. “Someone help her!” She was frantic. “Emily, Mother Superior, help her, please,” she pleaded. 
 
    The sheriff didn’t move. She couldn’t move. The horror of what she was witnessing had incapacitated her. Her eyes bugged out in fear. Mika looked at Samson and Delilah. Everyone was staring in stunned, frozen terror. 
 
    Mother Superior had a smug look on her face, as if she believed the mayor was getting her due. 
 
    Richie broke the sheriff’s grip on him and ran to Mika. “Mika, please help her,” he screamed. “Don’t let my mom die, please.” Tears were streaming down the boy’s face  
 
    “I would rather die with her than live without her,” the priest said as she slid down the incline and ran to Leah. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah knew her force field was weakening when a claw raked across her chest, cutting deep slashes into her breasts, sending blood spewing everywhere. Her hands were so busy maintaining the force field that she couldn’t mount an attack on the demons. She struggled to increase the force field, but a gnarled hand reached through and grabbed her ankle, sending her falling backwards. She knew this was the end. Strong arms caught her. She thought that Emily had finally joined to help her. As the arms stood her upright, encircling her waist and pulling her tight against her, she realized it was the priest. 
 
    I will die happy if  I’m in her arms, Leah thought. 
 
    Mika buried her face in Leah’s hair, her lips right on her ear. “I’m here, Leah,” she yelled. “You don’t need your hands. Your mind is where the strength is. Continue to hold the force field and conjure the largest fireball the world has ever seen. Use your mind.” 
 
    Raw power shot through Leah, pure, unadulterated power. She wasn’t sure she could contain it. It wasn’t magic. It was unbelievable, earth-shaking power. All her injuries disappeared, and her strength returned to her tenfold. In her mind, she visualized the world’s largest fireball. The fiends howled and began to struggle harder to reach her. 
 
    “When I say ‘now,’ drop the force field and throw the fireball into the mine. Follow that with flames through all the tributaries. Burn out every moving thing in the mines,” Mika instructed her. “When you see water coming out of the mines, freeze it all the way to the ocean.” 
 
    Leah let out a strangled gasp and waited for Mika’s signal.  
 
    “Now!” screamed the priest. 
 
    Leah simultaneously dropped the force field and launched the fireball with all her strength. The stench of burning flesh filled the air. The demons squealed and screeched as the fire incinerated them. She moved forward, a human flamethrower sending a stream of flames through every crack and crevice of the mines. The priest continued to hug Leah securely against her, taking every step she took. 
 
    Those standing along the rim of the ravine gasped as the bay began to boil. A spout of water shot over twenty feet high as Leah’s fireball flamed out into the heavens causing a tidal wave. 
 
    “Freeze,” Mika screamed. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Leah froze the tidal wave as it reached the mouth of the mine. 
 
    There was total silence. Everyone looked around, in a stupor. They couldn’t believe they were still alive. They had never witnessed such an exhibition of their queen’s power. 
 
    The entire Samson family stood slack-jawed, unable to muster the presence of mind to close their mouths. Delilah fainted and Samson began to whimper. He was glad they were now on the good side of the queen. 
 
    Amber was the first to reach them. “Mika are you okay?” she cried. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, still holding on to Leah like a drowning woman with a life preserver. 
 
    Amber stared Leah in the face and screamed in an angry voice, “Who are you?” 
 
    “She is our queen,” the crowd roared. They surged forward, lifting Mika and Leah onto their shoulders, and began marching toward their town.  
 
    The priest never let go of Leah’s hand. Mika was shaking. She remembered Leah had incurred several severe injuries. Her face had been laid open to the bone, and blood had been gushing from her chest. Mika twisted to see how much damage she had endured and smiled as her flawless face came into focus. Leah wasn’t injured anywhere. 
 
    By the time they reached the diner, drinks were lining the counter. A bottle of Glendronach Scotch malt whiskey sat on their table. The priest wasn’t a drinking woman, but she needed something to calm her nerves. Lighter fluid would have been just fine. 
 
    Ruth opened the bottle. Smiling at Mika, she said, “Our queen doesn’t drink hard liquor often, but when she does, it’s only the best.” She then poured Leah’s and Mika’s drinks and proposed a toast to their “power couple.”  
 
    Everyone applauded, whistled, and demanded, “Speech, speech.” 
 
    Leah graciously thanked all of them for being there and giving their support. She then turned the floor over to Mika. 
 
    Pulling her best embarrassed little girl look, the priest cleared her throat and said, “All I did was hide behind her skirts.” 
 
    The crowd roared with laughter. Then roared with pride as Mika held her glass high and said, “To Her Majesty, the queen.” 
 
    After the applause died down, she added, “I hope you all know that she could have easily left and let the demons have all of us. Instead, she dug deep down into herself and saved this town. She could have died, fighting for us.” She wanted these people to know that Leah had been willing to die for them. “I hope you will remember this if she ever needs you. Would you fight for her?” 
 
    The cheers and applause were deafening. “I would gladly die for our queen,” a voice yelled from the crowd.  
 
    “Me, too,” several more voices screamed. 
 
    Leah’s eyes locked with Mika’s and never released her gaze until she sat down beside her and kissed her gently. Leah wondered what was going on in Mika’s mind. 
 
    Mika absentmindedly picked up the bottle of Scotch that had been placed on their table and noted it was Glendronach 1968 'Recherché'  44-Year-Old, Cask #5. She whistled as she read the Scotch’s credentials. Even she knew the bottle cost over four thousand dollars. She had to admit it was the smoothest anything she had ever tasted. 
 
    They stayed at the celebration until everyone was drunk enough that they wouldn’t be missed. Mika placed her lips next to Leah’s ear and whispered, “May we go home now?”  
 
    Leah smiled and nodded. Mika took her hand and led her outside. The night had gotten very cold. Mika took off her jacket and draped it around Leah’s shoulders. She then put her arm around Leah and pulled her close. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Leah said softly. “I’m sure you have some questions.” 
 
    “I do.” Mika nodded. “Who in this town can afford a four-thousand-dollar bottle of Scotch?” 
 
    Leah laughed for the first time that day. “I love you so much, Priest.” She slipped her arm around Mika’s waist and snuggled closer to her. 
 
    “I am fine,” Mika answered her question. “How about you? That was some show you put on back there, and I must tell you, you were so hot,” she said huskily. 
 
    “You do know what I am, don’t you?” Leah looked into Mika’s eyes, the fine vein down the center of her forehead popping out slightly. 
 
    Still beautiful, Mika thought. 
 
    “You’re a witch, a very gorgeous witch,” Mika answered her matter-of-factly. “Obviously a good witch. You know, I can handle being married to a good witch. Are you Glinda the good witch?” she teased, smiling as she referenced the good witch from the Wizard of Oz.  
 
    “Hardly,” Leah answered ruefully. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 - Show and Tell
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before you do something that will condemn your soul to an eternity in hell,” Leah said seriously, “I have something to share with you.” 
 
    She handed Mika a cup of coffee then picked up her cup and led the way into the study. 
 
    They drank their coffee in silence, waiting for Leah to begin. 
 
    She cleared her throat and said, “I have quite a colorful past you should know about.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Mika answered quickly. 
 
    “You will,” she said drily. “Please, just sit back and close your eyes. I want to confess to you, Priest. Watch the show I am about to put on for you. 
 
    “Bless me, Priest, for I have sinned. It has been a lifetime since my last confession. These are my sins.” Leah spoke almost in a whisper.  
 
    Instantly Mika’s mind was filled with images. She watched as a vile woman offered Leah to a man. A beautiful, innocent, young Leah trying desperately to please a cruel and abusive mother who had sold her innocents for a title. Mika saw a thoughtless and uncaring king who had used her to satiate his own physical desires, roughly taking her virginity and using her to satisfy his lust with no thought for her. She was a young trophy wife. Trotted out at balls and ceremonies and hailed as the most beautiful queen in all the land. Then treated as nothing more than a whore in his bedchambers. Time after time, her hopes and dreams were ignored to fulfill someone else’s twisted desires. 
 
    Mika watched as they ground her very soul into ashes as she suffered the indignities and atrocities heaped on her by a vile ruler and her mother. The beautiful, gentle, loving girl disappeared. Mika saw her rise from the ashes, an exquisitely beautiful queen filled with hatred, seeking revenge and incapable of love. She had her husband, the king, killed. She stood by as her followers murdered prophets and men of God. She ruled her country with an iron fist, using those around her for her own purposes, just as she had been used.  
 
    Mika watched in horror as she ordered entire villages massacred, seeking revenge on those who had abused her. She saw her systematically murder all her relatives, including her own children, to secure her position as the ruler of Judah.  
 
    Mika gasped as Leah slit the throat of a village priest. She observed as she used lovers and then killed them when she tired of them. She was ruthless. Mika saw vision after vision of the horrible deeds of which she was capable. Mika saw her behead her own father and kill her evil mother. Mayor Leah Anthal truly was the Wicked Queen Athaliah, ruler of Judah and Israel. 
 
    Mika stopped breathing as Queen Athaliah, daughter of Jezebel, ruler of Judah, challenged God. Dared him to confront her, cursed him. 
 
    A flash of light, a minor twist in time, and Athaliah stood alone, looking around her. She was in a strange forest surrounded by heavy foliage. A wild beast charged her and Athaliah destroyed it with a flick of her wrist. Her powers worked in this new land. She began clearing the forest. In its place a town emerged, rough at first but refined daily as Athaliah learned about her new world. 
 
    Through the centuries God banished men and women to Athaliah’s town. Some were good and some were evil. All of them were condemned to Wicked Queen Athaliah’s own personal hell.  
 
    As centuries passed, Athaliah became Leah Athal, mayor of New Judah. 
 
    The single thread running throughout the horror show was a slimy, scaly little man called Legion. Mika watched as Leah signed contracts with the man, who could have easily been the spawn of the devil. 
 
    A change of scenery did not satisfy her lust for revenge. Mika saw Leah murder her lover in a jealous rage. She saw her murder a man who had innocently wandered into her town. She gasped as she watched Leah slowly close her hand into a fist as Father Murphy’s heart stopped beating. 
 
    At the end of all the horror and bloodshed, Mika saw Leah holding a tiny baby boy. Only then did she see any semblance of human emotion. Leah loved the boy. Because of him, light entered Leah’s heart. 
 
    Leah vowed to her son to be a better person, to be a mother of which he would be proud. 
 
    Mika watched as time after time Leah had sacrificed herself to save her little town and her son, only to have everyone walk away to celebrate her victory but leaving her alone with not even so much as a thank you. 
 
    Mika saw a broken Leah watching Emily Carver and Richie walk hand in hand away from her, shunning her because of her past. 
 
    She briefly saw Leah and the blonde sheriff naked, having sex. Then Leah finding Emily in bed with Ruth. 
 
    She saw Leah’s agony. Her heartbreak of being betrayed by the person she thought was her one true love. Mika saw her wanting to die, wanting to kill. 
 
    She saw a shattered Leah huddled in a corner, her hopes and dreams reduced to dust. Once again, Mika saw her rise, a regal queen with a determined, maniacal look on her beautiful, dark face.  
 
    Mika saw herself entering the diner and taking Leah’s hand. She saw Leah with her and Richie, laughing, loving, wanting to live again. 
 
    As the first rays of the morning sun shone through the windows, the mental slideshow ended, and Mika dashed for the powder room, slamming the door behind her as she vomited into the commode. She threw up until she couldn’t, and then continued to dry heave. She fell onto the floor, leaning back against the wall for support.  
 
    She stayed in the powder room for what seemed like hours but was only forty-five minutes. Her head was spinning, and her heart was racing in her chest. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika was white as a sheet when she finally emerged. She returned to her seat on the sofa, across from her. Leah searched her eyes for loathing, hatred, or understanding. She found none of those emotions. She was in no way prepared for the emotion filling Mika’s eyes: fear!  
 
    Leah slid Mika’s ring from her finger and placed it on the coffee table. With her head held high, she walked regally from the room. 
 
    Mika paced the floor, clenching and unclenching her fists. Occasionally her hands covered her face to control sobs that were trying to escape her mouth. Her anguish was heart-rending. She had never received a confession so horrid, so filled with violence and hatred. She had never witnessed such cruelty and evil perpetrated on a young woman as she had seen throughout Leah’s life. She had never seen such shame and regret as she witnessed when she looked into Leah’s eyes after she sat down on the sofa. For the first time in her life, she was afraid. Mika was afraid she might not be able to lay to rest the horrors that haunted Leah Anthal. She fell to her knees and prayed as she had never prayed in her life. Receiving her answer, she stood.  
 
    Mika picked up the ring, slipped it into her pocket, and walked into the foyer. She looked at the front door and then into the kitchen, where Leah stood watching her, tears running unchecked down her cheeks. 
 
    Mika knew her decision would change the rest of her life, and she was ready for it. She would fight the battles she knew would come. She would stand between heaven and hell for her. She would do whatever it took to live her life with Leah Anthal. 
 
    Mika slowly walked toward Leah, still trying to slow the beating of her heart. She placed a finger under Leah’s chin and lifted her beautiful, tear-stained face, so she was looking directly into her eyes. “I love you, Leah Anthal. I shall always love you. All I ask of you is that you let me stand between you and any hurt the world may throw at you. I will protect and love you until my dying breath.” 
 
    Leah collapsed against Mika. Deep, terrifying sobs racked her small body. Mika picked her up and carried her back to the sofa where she sat down, holding Leah in her lap like a child. Mika held her, stroking her hair, speaking softly to her for hours as she cried.  
 
    ## 
 
    Mika woke hours later, still holding Leah on her lap. She looked down at her head resting peacefully on her chest. Leah’s eyes were swollen from the tears she had cried. She looked at her soft, full lips and resisted the urge to press hers against them. She didn’t want to wake her. She knew Leah was exhausted. She still wore the same blood-covered dress she had worn at the mines. 
 
    Leah moved slightly in Mika’s arms then lazily opened her eyes. A soft smile lit her face as she realized she was awakening in her arms. It was quickly replaced by a look of horror as she recalled the events of last night. She moved to spring from Mika’s arms, but she held Leah tightly against her until she stopped struggling. “Shush, my darling, everything is going to be okay.” Mika spoke softly, lovingly. “I’m here, Leah.” 
 
    Leah relaxed against her. “I don’t know how you can still be here,” she whispered. 
 
    “I happen to be in love with the most remarkable, beautiful woman in the universe.” Mika smiled her sweetest smile. 
 
    “I suppose you have many questions to ask me,” Leah mumbled. 
 
    “I do,” she answered honestly. “But we have some unfinished business from last night.” 
 
    Leah looked at her questioningly. 
 
    “You provided me one of the most horrific confessions I have ever received.” Mika exhaled slowly. “I have prayed all night over it. If you are ready, I would like to give you absolution.” 
 
    Leah sat up in Mika’s arms. “Just like that, you can forgive me of my sins?” She raised a doubting eyebrow. 
 
    “You didn’t have to provide me the information you gave me last night,” Mika answered. “Are you truly sorry for what you have done?’ 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Leah cried. “I am ashamed.” 
 
    “True repentance is all it takes.” Mika smiled quickly. “You have tried to atone for the horrors of your past. Christ didn’t just die for the small sins. He died for the blackest sins and the worst sinners.” 
 
    Mika took both Leah’s hands and began to give her absolution.  
 
    “God the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of His Son, has reconciled the world to Himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins; through the ministry of the Church may God give you pardon and peace, and I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” 
 
    Leah felt a peace settle over her. She didn’t know if it was because her sins were forgiven or if it was the knowledge of how unwavering Mika’s love was for her. No one had ever loved her as unconditionally as Mika did. 
 
    Looking at Leah questioningly, Mika pulled the ring from her pocket. “This time, it’s for real,” she said softly. “Will you marry me and be my wife for as long as we both shall live?” Leah nodded, and Mika slipped the ancient ring back on her finger, where it belonged.  
 
    Mika held her for a long time before deciding they both needed to shower and change into clean clothes. 
 
    “You can shower here,” Leah pleaded, not wanting to let her go. 
 
    “I have no clean clothes here.” Mika smiled. “Let’s meet at the diner in an hour. I am starving.” 
 
    “Me too.” Leah softly put her lips on Mika’s. She loved kissing Mika’s lips as much as Mika liked hers. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah and Richie were at the dinner when Mika arrived. People gathered around Leah. Some were asking for her autograph on menus, parking tickets, water bills, anything that would show her signature. They were insisting that she sign her autograph as “Your Queen, Leah Anthal.” 
 
    Mika watched for a long time as Leah laughed and signed autographs, clearly enjoying her newest claim to fame. Richie was obviously enamored of his mother and her new role as town savior. She began moving her eyes around the diner, searching for something. When her gaze met Mika’s, a brilliant smile lit her face, and she nodded to the priest. When Mika continued to stand watching her, she waved her over to their table. 
 
    As Mika made her way through the admirers surrounding Leah, she received slaps on the back and handshakes from those standing close to her. 
 
    As soon as she sat down, Ruth placed a cup of hot coffee in front of her and dispersed the crowd that was intruding on their time together. “That was some show the two of you put on yesterday,” Ruth said with admiration and emotion in her voice. “Priest, I heard what you said just before you ran down to her. I hope I find someone to love me like that.”                 
 
    “Ruth, wait.” Leah caught the waitress’s arm. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said ‘I’d rather die with her than live without her,’” Ruth answered softly. She quickly turned away before they saw her eyes fill with tears. 
 
    Leah was stunned. She had never known such love. 
 
    “Wow,” Richie breathed. “You thought you were going to die, and you wanted to be with my mom?” The boy shook his head, speechless. 
 
    Mary ran up to Richie and grabbed his hand. “Sit with me,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Is it okay, Mom?” he asked, still in awe of his mother. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” She smiled and watched as Mary dragged him to where she and Isaac were sitting with their father. 
 
    Mika pulled Leah’s hands to her lips and kissed each one. “Are you okay?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I am, thanks to you. Speaking of shows, what was that all about yesterday? I was going down until you stepped in. We both know you were doing more than just hiding behind my skirt.” 
 
    Mika’s eyes widened in surprise, and she gulped. “With everything that was going on,” she said, a big grin on her face, “I had hoped you wouldn’t notice I was groping you.” 
 
    Leah burst into laughter that resounded throughout the diner. “How could I ever live without you?” She smiled joyously. “You do keep me in touch with reality.” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Levi and a group of miners approached her. “When do you think we can get back to work?” 
 
    Leah looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “The mines are still frozen,” the dwarf grumbled. “You need to thaw the ice and dry out the mud.” 
 
    Both the priest and mayor laughed. Not only did she have to save their lives, they expected her to do cleanup, too. 
 
    “Let us finish our breakfast and we’ll go to the mines,” the priest answered for her. 
 
    ## 
 
    When they reached the mines, the sheriff was directing cleanup outside the entrance. A few demon limbs were scattered around, and she was having the boulders removed from the road leading to the mine. 
 
    “Madam Mayor, I don’t have a work order,” Emily said as they approached, “but I thought you would want it cleaned up so we could put this behind us.” 
 
    “Yes, Emily. Thank you.” Leah smiled. 
 
    Leah looked toward the docks; with a nod of her head, the bay melted, turning the twenty-foot column into a beautifully cascading fountain. She melted it slowly to prevent a tidal wave from wreaking havoc on the boats in the harbor and businesses on the shore. She then melted the ice in the mines and once again used her flame-throwing ability to dry out the mines, so it was safe for the miners to return to work. 
 
    “What you did yesterday,” Emily said, kicking at a clump of dirt with her foot. “That was impressive as hell. Made me miss us. Uh… I mean all the times we—” 
 
    “Thank you, Emily,” Leah cut in. “I still don’t know how we attracted demons to our town. It is somewhat outside my area of expertise.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was horrific,” the sheriff mumbled. She wondered if the priest had told Leah how cowardly she had been. 
 
    “I think everyone was terrified,” Mika noted. “I know I was.” 
 
    “And yet you were there for me.” Leah gave her a brilliant smile, and Mika’s insides melted. 
 
    “I suddenly feel very tired,” she said as she leaned against Mika. “Would you take me home, please?” 
 
    “I’ll take you.” The sheriff moved closer to Leah and grabbed her arm, trying to pull her away from the priest. “We need to talk about… about a lot of things.” 
 
    “No, we don’t, Emily.” Leah shook her head slowly. “We truly have nothing to talk about.” She looked up at Mika. “Please take me home.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “Is Mom okay?” Richie asked Mika as they entered the mansion. 
 
    “I’m right here.” Leah smiled at her son. “I am fine. I was suddenly tired of all the people fawning over me. I had to get away.” 
 
    The doorbell rang and Richie rushed to the door. “Isaac,” he feigned surprise, “what brings you here?” 
 
    Isaac grinned as if they were pulling off the most intense covert operation in existence. “Since tomorrow is Saturday, my dad thought you might like to spend the night with us. We’re having pizza, and we can practice with our band.” 
 
    Pretending the whole thing hadn’t been preplanned at the diner, Richie said, “I don’t know. Let me ask my mom.” 
 
    He raised a quizzical eyebrow at his mother. She simply smiled and nodded. “Don’t forget your toothbrush,” she called after the squealing boys as they ran up the stairs to Richie’s room to get his sleeping bag. 
 
    Mika was pouring Leah a glass of wine as Richie yelled, “Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.” He grabbed his guitar case from the foyer closet, pitched Isaac his backpack, and slammed the front door behind him. 
 
    Leah snuggled into the priest’s side and said softly, “It’s nice to be alone with you.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Mika murmured as she put her arm around Leah’s shoulders and pulled her closer. 
 
    The mansion was suddenly very quiet without Richie.  
 
    “Someday, you need to give me the grand tour of your home.” Mika smiled. I have no idea what is in the west wing.” 
 
    “Oh, other bedrooms,” Leah answered, “and on the other side of the kitchen is another suite of rooms like this: a study and room for your office.” 
 
    Mika leaned down and kissed her soft lips. She couldn’t even remember how many years she had searched for what she had with Leah. Her heart clung to Leah fiercely, her and Richie. She realized, more than ever, how much a part of her the mother and son had become. 
 
    They finished their wine, and Mika moved Leah away from her gently. “Why don’t you go upstairs and take a nap? I must spend some time at the church. I need to prepare for tomorrow’s service.” 
 
    “Please, don’t leave me alone tonight,” Leah pleaded softly. 
 
    Mika knew Leah was more disturbed by yesterday’s attack at the mine than she had let on. “I’ll pick up a change of clothes and be back as quickly as I can,” she promised. “Please, get some rest.” 
 
    Mika watched Leah ascend the stairs, her hips swaying sensuously. The desire to follow her was strong. Mika stood mesmerized, unable to take her eyes off the brunette… 
 
    “Like what you see, Priest?” She smiled down at her.  
 
    Oh, yes, Mika thought. Leah truly knew how to push her buttons…and her snaps and her zippers.  
 
    Pulling the mansion door closed behind her, Mika sucked in as much cold air as her lungs could hold and held it. Gradually her heart rate returned to normal. She exhaled slowly, trying to calm the shaking she felt. Addicted, she thought, I am seriously addicted to Leah Anthal, and it is only getting worse, Mika, she told herself as she thought about living with Leah for the rest of her life. 
 
    Mika stopped by the diner and asked Naomi if she could whip up a shepherd’s pie for her to pick up in about an hour. “If you just get it to the point where I can pop it into the oven, that will be so appreciated,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “I don’t think you need to try to impress her with your cooking,” Naomi laughed. “Where you’re concerned, Leah is head over heels in love anyway.” 
 
    Mika blushed. “I would never try to trick her. I just want her to wake to a home-cooked meal she didn’t have to cook herself. She is resting, so I thought I would have dinner ready when she wakes.” 
 
    At the rectory, Mika picked up her notes for tomorrow’s sermon and packed her pajamas and attire for the services. She silently thanked Amber for the SUV as she put her bag in the passenger’s seat.  
 
    The shepherd’s pie wasn’t quite ready when Mika got to the diner, so Ruth poured her a cup of coffee. She eyed the priest solemnly and said, “I am so glad you are here for Leah. She deserves someone like you. If you hadn’t walked into the diner the night you arrived, I am not sure she would still be with us. Emily’s betrayal was the last straw in a monstrous haystack of betrayals.” 
 
    “I thought you were involved,” the priest said honestly.  
 
    “I was,” the brunette answered, hanging her head. “But unknowingly. No one in town knew Emily was sleeping with Leah. They kept it a secret. Emily couldn’t get up the nerve to out herself and the Wicked Queen to her parents or the town. Leah was Emily’s dirty little secret. Delilah suspected it and constantly harped on what an awful person Leah was.” 
 
    The thought of anyone being ashamed of the beautiful, loving woman she planned to marry turned the priest’s stomach. 
 
    “I had no idea about Emily and Leah. I would never have known if Leah hadn’t walked in on us.” Ruth shook her head sadly. “But karma has certainly bitten the Samson family in the butt. Leah would easily win any popularity contest in this town. You two are the town leaders. 
 
     “When you first arrived here, Emily was so smug when she realized you were falling for Leah. She said as soon as the town found out the parish priest was sleeping with the mayor you would be run out of town on a rail. You are extremely strong in both your faith and your honesty. When you announced from the church pulpit that you were engaged to Mayor Leah Anthal, and you promised there would be no use of carnal knowledge until you were married, everyone began rooting for you and Leah. I know for a fact that you have kept that promise.” 
 
    Mika wanted to ask her how she knew for certain but didn’t want to interrupt her narrative. 
 
    “Emily would give her right arm to have Leah back. Now Delilah and Samson do everything they can to endear themselves to Leah. After Leah saved the town from whatever was in the mines, I heard Delilah tell Emily she wished things had worked out between her and Leah. I thought Emily was going to strangle her mother. Delilah’s disapproval was the biggest obstacle to their relationship. That and Delilah convinced Emily the town would turn against her.  
 
    “I just want you to know, Priest, that I think you are one hell of a woman.” Ruth nodded emphatically. “One hell of a woman.” 
 
    “One shepherd’s pie is coming up,” Naomi called from the kitchen. 
 
    ## 
 
    No lights were on in the mansion when she returned, so Mika knew Leah was still sleeping. She let herself in with the key Leah had given her long ago and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    She preheated the oven and put the pie in to cook, setting the timer. She sat at the end of the counter, going over her notes for tomorrow’s sermon.  
 
    Leah woke to the most delicious smell. It smelled like shepherd’s pie, one of her favorite dishes. She rarely made it because she always ate too much. Richie loved it, too. She realized she hadn’t eaten much in the last two days. She was starving. 
 
    When Leah opened her bedroom door, she realized the tantalizing aroma was coming from her kitchen. Quietly descending the stairs, she gasped as she saw the priest sitting at the breakfast bar, reading. Her profile was breathtaking. The light overhead seemed to spotlight Mika, giving her an ethereal glow. Strands of thick blonde hair fell forward onto her forehead, and her lips slightly moved as she read. She loved Mika’s full, sensuous lips.  
 
    “Something smells divine.” Leah moved toward her as if pulled along by the aroma of the food. 
 
    Mika openly stared at her as she approached. Leah had slipped into something more comfortable for her nap. And sexier, Mika thought. Her hair was slightly tousled, and she had on no makeup. She had never looked more beautiful. 
 
    “Why are you staring, Priest?” She smiled, watching Mika from under hooded eyes.  
 
    Mika swung around on her stool, making it possible for Leah to stand between her knees. Leah put her arms around Mika’s neck and kissed her, as if to say, Our love knows no boundaries. 
 
    “I have never seen you look as beautiful,” Mika breathed. “Without makeup you look very young, so vulnerable,” her voice dropped an octave, “and desirable.” 
 
    “If we accomplish nothing else tonight…” Mika kissed her softly, loving the feel of her lips. Oh, God, she feels good. “We will set a wedding date.” 
 
    “Yes,” Leah said, her voice husky with desire. “Yes.” 
 
    Mika pulled Leah so tightly against her, it took away her breath. Mika kissed her softly, intending to feel only her lips. Leah nibbled at Mika’s lower lip and ran her tongue between her lips. Mika pulled her in, exploring her tongue, then asking for admittance to her mouth. Mika slowly moved her lips against Leah’s and explored her mouth with her tongue, running it along her beautiful white teeth.  
 
    Leah slowly unbuttoned Mika’s blouse, then slid her arms around the priest, pressing harder against her. Mika realized the only thing between them was the thin veil of her negligée and a bra. “Just for this night, Mika, please be my lover?” 
 
    “Umm…I don’t think so,” Mika teased. “You always kill your lovers.” 
 
    Leah pulled back from her just enough to gaze into blue eyes. “And my husbands.” She looked at Mika darkly. 
 
    Mika jerked involuntarily as the truth of their banter hit her like a runaway freight train. “I guess Emily Carver is the only one to escape your bed alive.” She frowned. 
 
    “Emily had sense enough to run. You should too,” Leah said bitterly.  
 
    Both were upset about the turn their conversation had taken. Leah pushed away from her, but Mika held her close. “Unless I am gravely mistaken,” she spoke soothingly, “I’m the only one you have chosen to marry.” 
 
    Leah collapsed against Mika, sobbing uncontrollably. “I love you so much, so desperately,” she whispered. “I understand that you have concerns.” 
 
    “Not concerns.” She grimaced. “I’m dealing with an emotion I have never felt before: jealousy. It upsets me to know that I am not the first to share your bed.” 
 
    Leah hung her head. She wasn’t ashamed, just concerned that Mika was hurting. The priest was her innocent. “You will be the last. I promise,” she whispered. 
 
    Mika held her, stroking her back and gently kissing her lips. How could anyone be ashamed of loving her? Mika’s heart ached as she thought of the sheriff keeping her a secret. “I am so proud that you will be my wife. I want the world to know how much I love you.” 
 
    Leah kissed her, a long soul-searching kiss that both aroused Mika’s passion and calmed any doubts that may have crept across her mind. 
 
    The timer on the oven buzzed, jerking them from their immersion into one another. 
 
    “Prepare to be amazed.” Mika grinned. “Go sit down in the dining room.” 
 
    Leah was pleasantly surprised to find the table impeccably set for two. Although it was a small thing, she found herself pleased that Mika knew the proper way to set a table. A small thing, but somehow so important to her. How did I get so lucky? she thought. She is perfect in every way. 
 
    Their dinner conversation was light and entertaining.  Mika laughingly admitted that Naomi had made the delicious shepherd’s pie, but that she had made the salad. 
 
    Mika insisted that Leah rest in the study while she cleared the table and cleaned the kitchen. “If you don’t mind,” Leah smiled, “I’d rather stay in the same room with you.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Mika looked at her longingly. “I hate it when you’re out of my sight.” 
 
    Mika poured two glasses of wine and then led her to the study. “Are you up to talking?” she asked gently. 
 
    She nodded her head tentatively, dreading their upcoming conversation. 
 
    “So,” Mika began hesitantly, not knowing where to start, “the mind show you provided me looked like it began in another universe and ended up here.” 
 
    “Not another universe,” Leah spoke solemnly, “another time—another world. I guess the best way to explain it is that all the Bible stories you have ever read are somewhat steeped in truth. 
 
    “There was a point in time—almost three thousand years ago—when I was the sole ruler of Judah.” She continued, thinking how ridiculous her story sounded. “For six years I participated in the most depraved debauchery imaginable. 
 
    “I unknowingly made a pact with the Devil for inhuman powers. I worshipped pagan gods and cursed your God—now my God. He tired of my perversions and self-indulgences. He banished me to this place in time but allowed me to keep my powers. You know I have powers unknown to most humans. 
 
     “I was as miserable and feared here as I was in my realm until I adopted Richie. He brought love, laughter, and purpose to my life. Emily had given him up for adoption at birth. It was a closed adoption, so I had no way of knowing Richie was the grandson of my archenemies, Samson and Delilah.” 
 
    “Delilah and Samson were condemned to eternity here?” the priest asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes.” Leah smirked. “They have always thwarted everything I have tried to accomplish. They dubbed me the Wicked Queen, and I guess I tried to live up to the name. I was truly horrible.” 
 
    “And the confessions I’ve heard from the townspeople, they are true,” Mika exclaimed, astounded by the madness of it all.  
 
    “Yes,” she said emphatically. “The night you walked into the diner, I was about to burn it all to the ground, kill everyone in this town, including myself. You saved me. You saved my soul.” 
 
    “Richie?” Mika asked incredulously. 
 
    “No, not Richie. I could never hurt Richie. The town and I would have simply ceased to exist,” she explained. “He and Emily would have found themselves in the middle of the woods with no memory of the town or its inhabitants. They are both of this time.” 
 
    “When you leave in the morning,” Leah said with a smile, “take this with you. Read it. It will answer most of your questions, except anything from the Wicked Queen’s point of view.” She handed Mika an ancient Bible. 
 
    Mika smiled. “Okay. Now, can we move on to more important things?” 
 
    Leah studied her for a long time, not speaking. She had shared the horrors of her life with Mika. The things that had tortured her dreams and most of her waking hours for as long as she could remember. Things that would have sent anyone else screaming and running from her presence in abject terror. Mika waved them aside as if they weren’t important, saying they had more important things to discuss.  
 
    “Like setting the date for our wedding. How about the first of June? That will give me time to make sure Gloria is settled and comfortable with overseeing things. Richie will be out of school and can stay with Emily. Can you take off two weeks the first part of June for our honeymoon?” 
 
    “June will be just fine.” Leah smiled her beautiful smile that always drove Mika crazy. The one that said, I have something in store for you, Priest. 
 
    “May I announce it in church on Sunday?” Mika kissed her gently. 
 
    “Of course. Do you think you can take off the entire month of June?” Leah asked in her sultriest voice. “We will have a lot to make up for on our honeymoon. Two years to be exact.” 
 
    The thought of making uninterrupted love to her for a month sent a fire raging through Mika. The fact that a month was her idea made it even more desirable, if that was possible. 
 
    “We can get married in the church. Gloria can officiate. We can hold the reception in the church community hall,” Mika planned. “Is that okay with you?” 
 
    Leah moved from her seat on the sofa and settled herself on Mika’s lap, leaning her head against her breast. “It all sounds amazing,” she said softly. “Like a fairy tale.” 
 
    “Or a match made in heaven.” Mika smiled. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Mom, I’m home,” Richie shouted as he closed the door. 
 
    “I am in the kitchen, sweetheart,” Leah answered him. 
 
    “What smells so good?” He sniffed the air as he hugged his mother. 
 
    “Apple bran muffins.” She smiled as she removed the muffins from the pan and placed them on the serving plate. She held one out to him, knowing he would sneak it when she wasn’t looking. 
 
    “Um, you’re the best cook in the world,” he grinned. “And the savior of our town. Everyone is talking about how you killed the things in the mines. What were those things, anyway?” 
 
    “They were demons.” She tilted her head slightly. “I’m not a savior, Richie. I’m a witch, and I am not ashamed of it anymore.” 
 
    “You should be proud of it, Mom.” Richie bowed his head. “I was so wrong to ask you to stop using your magic. Magic is only as good or bad as the person using it, and I know you are good. I’m sorry I ever doubted you.” 
 
    “We both know I haven’t always been good.” She grimaced. “But I am now.” 
 
    “So does Mika know about you now?” The boy watched her eyes. “Everyone said she was right there with you as you battled the demons.” 
 
    “Yes,” she exhaled softly. “I told her everything, all about being the Wicked Queen. She knows all about my past.” 
 
    “And…” Richie raised a questioning eyebrow. He was afraid to hear the answer. “Does she still want us?” 
 
    “We are getting married June first. Mika is making the announcement in church on Sunday.” She smiled at the look of joy that spread across her son’s face. 
 
    “I am so happy for us, Mom.” He hugged her for a long time. He was happy that he was back where he belonged.  
 
      
 
    ## 
 
    “I am going to make our big announcement today.” Mika kissed Leah softly. “I would very much like you to be there. You will be okay. No lightning will strike you. I promise.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” She frowned. “I’m just not comfortable with it yet.” 
 
    “I’m going to feel pretty foolish, announcing our wedding plans without my betrothed at my side.” Mika grinned. “Maybe you could come just for the announcement. I can make it before dismissing the congregation, so you won’t have to sit through my boring sermon. The three of us can go to lunch at the diner afterward.” 
 
    “Okay,” Leah agreed. “But no pomp and circumstance, please. You know how I hate that.”  
 
    “I promise.” Mika kissed her again, a long, slow kiss, feeling every movement of her soft lips.  
 
    ## 
 
    Mika announced that they were getting married on June first. The congregation applauded and cheered.  Everyone was rooting for the couple. 
 
    Richie may have been the happiest of all. He stood with the priest, greeting the church members and thanking them for attending the services. The boy beamed as people told him how lucky he was to have Leah for a mother and now the priest for a stepmother. He wholeheartedly agreed with them. 
 
    Leah had ducked out the back door and was waiting for them when they reached the diner. 
 
    “That wasn’t too bad, was it?” Mika leaned down for a kiss.  
 
    “No,” she smiled shyly, “it was nice. I stood in the back and listened to your sermon. Very interesting; not boring at all.” 
 
    The Samson family entered the diner and immediately asked Richie to join them. The boy shot Mika a help me look and the priest stepped in, explaining that they were in the middle of a mini planning session over lunch. 
 
    “What can we be planning?” the boy asked as his grandparents and Emily seated themselves several tables away. “We need to look like we are doing something.” 
 
    Leah moved her hand slightly, and Mika felt a weight appear in her inside jacket pocket. She pulled out several travel brochures. She gave Leah a quizzical smile and handed the brochures to Richie. “Your mother is responsible for planning the wedding, so it is our responsibility to plan the honeymoon.” 
 
    “Cool,” exclaimed Richie as he began perusing the brochures. “Wow! There are a lot of neat places to go. Can I go with you on your honeymoon?” 
 
    The priest gulped and was thankful when Leah entered the conversation. 
 
    “No, dear.” Leah smiled sweetly. “A honeymoon is a special time between newlyweds when they… ah… um.” 
 
    Yeah. Ran out of steam, Madam Mayor, the priest thought as she searched to find the words to finish her fiancée’s statement. 
 
    “Get to use carnival knowledge.” The boy beamed, obviously pleased with himself for knowing the adult words that were rarely spoken. 
 
    Both Leah and the priest nodded. 
 
    Ruth placed their lunch on the table and congratulated them on finally setting a date. “I am so happy for both of you,” she said, laughing. “I know you will make each other happy.” 
 
    After Ruth had walked away, Mika whispered into Leah’s ear, “Lycanthrope?” 
 
    “Yes, and one of my favorite people in this town.” Leah smiled. “She was working in the fields to support Naomi and her when a pack of wolves attacked her. I have a problem with a God that would let something like that happen to someone as good as Ruth.” 
 
    “He has his reasons,” Mika defended. 
 
    ## 
 
    Lunch was filled with people stopping to wish them good luck. Leah was sure that some of them truly felt the priest was going to need it. 
 
    As they finished their dessert, the sheriff approached their table. “I wanted to congratulate you,” she said softly. “You deserve to be happy, Leah.” 
 
    “I am.” The former queen smiled sincerely. 
 
    Turning to Richie, Emily said, “I thought you might want to play some Mario with me this afternoon. I’m off. You could even spend the night if you want.” 
 
    Richie much preferred spending time with his mother and Mika, but he could see the sadness in Emily’s eyes, so he looked at his mother. “Would that be okay, Mother?” he asked.  
 
    Leah gasped. He had never addressed her as Mother before. It felt wonderful, so much more than Mom. 
 
    “Of course, dear,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    “I’ll drop him by your place on my way to work tomorrow,” Emily said. “I work the late shift, so would four be okay? That will get him home before dinner.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine.” Leah nodded, a slight scowl on her face as her son left the restaurant with the Samson family. 
 
    “Have you decided who will be your best man?” Leah asked as Ruth refilled their coffee cups. 
 
    “Well, I wanted Richie to be,” the priest said thoughtfully, “but he wants to walk you down the aisle and give you to me. I think that is the most important thing he can do. He’s so excited and proud of you.” 
 
    “I know,” she laughed, “he keeps telling me how lucky we are to have you in our lives.” 
 
    “I’m the lucky one,” Mika said sincerely. “How about you?” Mika took Leah’s hands in hers and kissed each of them. “Have you decided on a maid of honor yet?” 
 
    “I think so,” she nodded, “I’m just not sure she will do it.” 
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she frowned. 
 
    “Thanks for the save on Richie asking to go on our honeymoon,” the priest grinned. “I was at a total loss for words.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Leah grinned evilly, “accompanying us on our honeymoon would scar him for life. I intend to be very uninhibited. Believe me, Priest: you are going to pay for making me wait two years.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” Mika blushed. 
 
    They walked to the mansion snuggled up to each other for warmth. They talked and laughed softly about their wedding plans, something the former Wicked Queen thought she would never get to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 - Their Secret 
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was their big secret. Whenever possible, Mika and Richie disappeared every Saturday after breakfast. The priest had cleared it with Leah, of course, telling her she could see the fruits of their labor when they finished with their project. They had started working on the project right after Mika had settled into the rectory. Leah assumed it was more restoration of the cathedral. She welcomed the time alone to shop, just relax, or enjoy a book and the solitude. After about eight hours, she found she craved the presence of the two loves of her life. She would call Mika, reminding her and Richie to shower and dress for dinner.  
 
    They always showed up, showered and well groomed, at six o’clock. Both were usually exhausted, and the evening concluded early, as Richie usually went to bed right after dinner. He would kiss his mother lovingly on the cheek and hug Mika, reminding her that they had an early day tomorrow for church. 
 
    This Saturday was no different. They laughed and talked about the past week and planned for next week over breakfast at the diner. Richie kissed her cheek and Mika gently kissed her lips as they left to work on their project. Leah stayed for a cup of coffee, content with the feel of their lips on her cheek and lips. Happiness is having someone to love, she thought. Her mother had been wrong. 
 
    Sipping her coffee, Leah thought about Richie’s relief when she had told him that the priest knew who Leah was. Mika’s easy acceptance of her past and magic abilities had deeply impressed Richie. He had been afraid the truth would drive away the woman he had grown to love. The priest’s love and approval of his mother had made the boy realize even more what a wonderful woman she truly was.  
 
    Leah pulled a pen and notepad from her purse then began making a grocery list. Her family had requested lasagna for dinner, so she had to pick up a few things before heading home. 
 
    “Hey.” Emily slid into the seat vacated by Mika, pulling the mayor out of her happy moment. 
 
    “Sheriff.” Leah frowned. “I don’t recall inviting you to join me.” 
 
    Emily studied the woman for a long time. She fought to suppress the desire to kiss the lips that now obviously belonged solely to the priest. 
 
    “I just wanted to tell you that I am sorry I wasn’t there for you when the mine thing went down,” the sheriff mumbled. 
 
    Leah bit her tongue to keep from pointing out that Emily had never truly been there for her, in so many ways. She didn’t say it because it no longer mattered. She realized, with a start, that Emily no longer mattered to her at all. 
 
    “Leah.” Emily touched her arm to pull her out of her thoughts. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, Sheriff. The priest was there for me.” 
 
    Ruth approached their table with the coffee pot, offering refills. Leah moved her cup toward the waitress, asking for more coffee. Emily did the same. 
 
    “The sheriff won’t be staying at my table, Ruth.” Leah smiled at the waitress. “You can refill her cup at the counter.” 
 
    Good for you, Your Majesty, Ruth thought as she picked up Emily’s cup and carried it to the counter before refilling it. 
 
    Leah went back to studying her list as Emily moved to the counter, accepting her dismissal silently. She couldn’t take her eyes off the mayor. The woman seemed to get more beautiful every day. There was a glow of happiness and contentment about her.  
 
    “Ruth,” Emily called the waitress over, “have they?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Ruth grinned. “Mika has a lot more self-control than I.” 
 
    Emily nodded. From experience, she knew the mayor had none when it came to the people she loved. 
 
    “She looks extremely happy,” Ruth added. “I guess that comes from having a loving and respectful relationship.” 
 
    Emily huffed. Respect. She had never respected Leah. She had always felt that she was doing the beautiful woman a favor by befriending her and then becoming her secret lover. Everyone in town feared and hated Leah. She’d had only Emily to turn to for friendship and comfort. Somehow, Leah had turned all of that around. 
 
    Emily and Richie had insisted that Leah cease using her magic, essentially destroying the very essence of the woman. The one constant that had always been in her life. The friend to which she turned when everything was darkest. Trying to please her son and her lover, Leah had become a mere shell of the proud, powerful woman she once was. Giving up magic was the price they had extracted from her for their affection. A price she had gladly paid.  
 
    Whenever the town ran to the mayor because something went wrong or some evil invaded their little paradise, Leah was always thankful to have the opportunity to call upon her magic. Emily couldn’t even count all the times the former queen had risen to the occasion, saving the town and everyone in it. Still, the sheriff couldn’t bring herself to tell the world that she loved the Wicked Queen.  
 
    Her mother, Delilah, had always hated Leah. Her father, Samson, just went along with Delilah. Whenever Emily had admitted to them that she liked Leah and wanted to be friends with her, her parents had almost died from shock. Her mother hyperventilated, and her father filled the air with a string of expletives that would have blistered the paint off a car. 
 
    With her mother hyperventilating and her father cursing every time she mentioned Leah’s name, Emily wasn’t about to tell them she was sleeping with the woman. 
 
    She hadn’t meant to hurt Leah by sleeping with Ruth. She was just looking for some release from the constant pressure she felt from everyone. Emily would never forget the look on Leah’s face when she walked in on them having sex on the cot in the jail cell. Leah had brought her coffee because she was working the late shift. The mayor had dropped the coffee, shocked by the sight of Emily and Ruth. Emily knew that something had snapped in Leah when she saw her on top of Ruth. 
 
    “Oh! My mistake,” Leah had said quietly before transporting herself from the sheriff’s station. 
 
    Leah took Richie and left the next day on a two-week cruise. 
 
    When she returned, she was most definitely a different woman. She was cold and all business, except with Richie.  
 
    Emily had called her, camped out on the mansion steps for hours, tried to see her in her office, but Leah wanted nothing to do with her. She no longer made up excuses to call the sheriff to her office. Now she simply had her secretary pass along any information or instructions the sheriff needed. 
 
    “Oh! My mistake.” Those words and that look of total betrayal haunted Emily’s sleeping and waking hours.  
 
    Now Leah had it all: a son who adored her and was in awe of her, a woman that obviously worshiped the ground she walked on, and a town that treated her as if she was a queen—a good queen. 
 
    Perhaps the deepest cut of all was the way her parents now fawned over the mayor. The same two people who warned her continuously that Leah was evil and couldn’t be trusted now bemoaned the fact that Emily and Leah hadn’t gotten together. 
 
    When Emily had called them on their hypocrisy, they simply said, “We were wrong about Leah. She has changed. She is a different woman now.” 
 
    Yes! She is a different woman now, Emily thought, and she has a different lover—or soon-to-be wife. No, the priest isn’t her lover. She is saving her for their marriage bed. Mika respected Leah so much that she declared her love from the pulpit of her church, for Christ’s sake. She promised the congregation that there would be no use of carnal knowledge between her and Leah until their wedding night. 
 
    “Christ,” Emily mumbled out loud, “who makes a promise like that?” 
 
    The door chime pulled Emily from her thoughts as Leah left the diner. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Where is the all-weather stripping?” Richie yelled below deck to Mika. 
 
    “Down here, son,” the priest called out. “Come on down and let’s take a break. I made some sandwiches.” 
 
    The boy bounded down the stairs into the spacious galley kitchen. “Wow,” he exclaimed, “Mom is going to love this.” 
 
    The priest beamed as she placed their sandwiches, cold drinks, and chips on the booth table. “I hope she does.” Mika grinned. 
 
    Mika recalled the first time she saw her future wife. Hers was the highest bid on a Beneteau Oceanis 60 sailing yacht that went very cheap in an estate sale. She had sailed it into the bay of the tiny town located on the southernmost shore of New Brunswick. She had docked it right after sundown without drawing a single glance from the townspeople. They were at the diner celebrating some occasion. Leah had been standing in the center of the group, furiously berating them about something.  
 
    ## 
 
    Mika and Richie had been working hard completely renovating the yacht in time for Mika and Leah’s honeymoon. Mika had quietly leased a boat slip, with a lift, that was almost invisible from the main dock and drew little attention. 
 
    Today, they had completed the interior and were going to begin on the exterior next week. They both admired their work as they ate a late lunch. “You know she’s going to redecorate everything.” Richie laughed. 
 
    “Yes.” Mika grinned. “We might as well let her. I might not have a good honeymoon if she is stressing over whether the curtains and bedspread match or complement each other.” 
 
    Richie giggled as he thought about his Mom’s obsessive tendencies. “Yeah,” he laughed. “You don’t want that.” 
 
    “Let’s get this finished by Mother’s Day and we can take her sailing,” Mika said. “That will give her a month to decorate it as she wants.” 
 
    “You know,” Richie smiled, thinking of his mother, “she might use magic to redecorate totally.” 
 
    “Arrggg,” Mika growled the pirate sound, “we should have had her do all this hard work, mate.” 
 
    Richie giggled as Mika swaggered like a pirate. The boy found that instead of being ashamed of his mother’s magic, he was proud of it and her. Both Mika and he encouraged her to use it. 
 
    “Let’s finish weather-stripping the windows then head home early tonight.” The priest winked. “Surprise your Mom.” 
 
    “You know she doesn’t like surprises, especially when she is trying to have dinner ready for us.” 
 
    “You are right.” Mika nodded. “I will call her and let her know we will be home early tonight.” 
 
    Richie gathered the weather-stripping materials and headed to the deck.  
 
    Leah smiled as she saw Mika’s smiling face appear on her phone screen. “Hello, Mika,” she purred. “I’m missing the loves in my life. I hope you are calling to tell me you are heading home early.” 
 
    “We are,” Mika chuckled. “Is it safe for me to be there?” 
 
    “Umm, no,” she laughed, “but if you leave before Richie goes to bed, you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I love you so much.” Mika exhaled, realizing she had been holding her breath from the time she first heard her voice. “We will be home around four. Okay?” 
 
    “I was hoping for a little earlier, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers. I will be happy for whatever extra time I have with you two.” 
 
    They had just finished the weather stripping when Richie got a panic-stricken look on his face. “Mika,” he whispered, “It’s my mom.” 
 
    The priest was delighted to see her, although she was disappointed that their surprise would be spoiled. When Mika turned to greet her, she realized that it was Richie’s other mom, Emily. 
 
    She was standing on the dock, looking admiringly at the sailboat. “This belongs to you?” she asked Mika. 
 
    The priest nodded. 
 
    “So, this is where you disappear with my son every Saturday.” She raised her eyebrows. “Just what is it you do with him for several unsupervised hours?” She snarled an ugly smile as she stepped onto the deck of the yacht. 
 
    Fury hit Mika like a tornado twisting her insides. She immediately knew what the vile woman was insinuating. Before she knew realized it, Mika had Emily by the collar, dragging her to the boat rail, fully intending to throw her overboard. 
 
    “No, Mika,” Richie screamed, grabbing the priest’s arm just as she lifted the sheriff off the ground. 
 
    Mika instantly released Emily, letting her fall in a heap onto the deck. 
 
    “What is wrong?” The boy stared at her, a confused look in his eyes. “Why are you angry at my mom?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell him why I am angry?” Mika glared at the woman. “Tell him about your sick, disgusting insinuation. Then you can explain it to his mother.” 
 
    “Hey, Priest.” The sheriff held up her hands to calm her. “I was just teasing.” She grabbed the rail and pulled herself to her feet. 
 
    “Richie is nothing to tease about.” The priest inhaled deeply to regain control of her temper. “That is nothing to tease about.” 
 
    “Just kidding,” she glanced away, unwilling to meet Mika’s gaze, “it was just a joke. I know you two have been working on this boat every chance you get. He’s my kid. I check on him.” 
 
    She looked down at the deck, “I know nothing is going on. I was just pushing your buttons.” 
 
    “It’s a secret.” Richie rushed to stand in front of Emily. “Mika wants to surprise Mom with it for their honeymoon. Please don’t tell Mom.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Emily promised sadly. “Look, Mika, I am sorry. That was cruel of me. I’m not that person.” 
 
    “Son,” Mika turned to Richie, “take your shower and get dressed for dinner. Your mother will be expecting us soon.” 
 
    After Richie’s head had disappeared below deck, Mika turned to Emily in full priest mode. “Are you drinking, Emily?” Mika asked kindly.  
 
    “No more than usual.” The blonde shrugged. “Not enough to excuse my behavior just now.” 
 
    “Emily,” she said, frowning, “I can help you. I can get you help.” 
 
    “I’m good,” she said as she climbed back onto the dock. “I…I just miss her. She wouldn’t even talk to me today. It’s hard.” 
 
    Mika nodded, something inside her violently reacting as she thought how empty her life would be if she ever lost Leah. Suddenly, she couldn’t get home fast enough. 
 
    Richie came onto the deck as Emily disappeared. “She hasn’t been happy since she and Mom stopped being friends,” the boy volunteered innocently. “They had a big fight, and nothing has been the same since.” 
 
    The priest nodded then went below deck to shower and dress for dinner with the woman who held all their hearts in the palm of her hand. 
 
    As they reached the front door of the mansion, Richie grabbed Mika’s hand. “I just want to thank you for making my mother so happy. She has been happier with you than I have ever seen in my life. Probably happier than she has ever been in her whole life.” 
 
    “You and your mother make me happier than I have ever been in my life, too.” Mika smiled. 
 
    “Listen, Mika,” the boy worried as they entered the mansion, “you have to help me figure out a name for each of my moms. It is very confusing to me and others to call them both Mom.” 
 
    “Let’s discuss this with the authority on the subject.” Mika smiled as she gestured toward Leah. 
 
    Richie ran to his mother, wrapping his arms around her waist and burying his head in her softness. “Can I play video games until dinner is ready?” he pleaded. 
 
    “Of course, dear.” Leah smiled happily at his deep affection for her.  
 
    She tiptoed to kiss Mika, intending to brush her lips, but Mika wrapped her arms around Leah and held her tightly. She kissed her as if she were a drink of cold water offered to a sun-parched woman. 
 
    “Oh my, Priest,” Leah breathed huskily, “I’m not sure you are safe here at all.” 
 
    Mika kissed her again, and then released her while she still could. 
 
    “What can I do to help you?” Mika inquired. 
 
    “Nothing, my love.” She grabbed her hand and led her to the kitchen. “Just keep me company as I put the finishing touches on the bread.” 
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    After dinner, they moved to the study while Richie went upstairs to get ready for bed. 
 
    Leah set a cup of hot buttered rum in front of Mika, noticing the darkness in her eyes, something she had seen only a few times. “What is wrong, darling?” Leah asked softly. 
 
    “We had an, ah, encounter with the sheriff today,” Mika answered her thoughtfully. “I’m worried about her—her drinking, her language. I am worried about her influence on Richie.” 
 
    “She cares about Richie.” Leah sighed. 
 
    “I noticed you didn’t say that she’s a good mother,’ Mika said. “Whenever anyone speaks of you in that role, they always say that Leah is a good mother or a great mother.” 
 
    “We have different parenting styles,” she shrugged. “Of course, I happen to believe mine is the best.” 
 
    “It is,” Mika said emphatically. “You are the most wonderful mother I have ever seen, and the most beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” Leah curtsied playfully. “Flattery will get you anywhere you want to be.” 
 
    “I am exactly where I want to be.” Mika laughed at her playfulness. “With my family. 
 
    “I take it you ran into the sheriff, too,” she continued. “I hope your encounter was more pleasant than ours.” 
 
    “She tried to sit in your seat after you left this morning. I simply asked her to move.” Leah frowned. “I was busy making my shopping list and didn’t want to talk with her.” 
 
    Mika told her what had transpired during their exchange with Emily. “I don’t think Richie understood, in any way, what she was insinuating, but it made me furious.” Mika didn’t mention the boat. Thankfully, she assumed the confrontation happened at the church. 
 
    “There is something we should discuss after Richie goes to bed,” she said softly. 
 
    Richie ran into the room in his pajamas. “Could you both tuck me in?” he asked shyly. 
 
    “Of course, dear,” Leah said as Mika nodded, delighted to be included in the nightly ritual. 
 
    Running upstairs, Richie jumped into bed and pulled the covers over himself. Leah sat beside him, leaned over, and gave him a kiss. Richie threw his arms around her neck and hugged her tightly as only a child can do. “I am so glad you are my mother. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, sweetheart.” Joy was the only expression on her face. “Would you like us to read you a story?” 
 
    “No,” he said hesitantly, “but I would like for Mika to pray. Mika says prayer is even stronger than magic.” 
 
    The priest knelt beside the boy’s bed. She took Richie’s hand in one hand and Leah’s hand in the other. Richie instinctively took his mother’s other hand, forming a family circle. 
 
    Mika began praying: 
 
    “Our Father which art in heaven  
 
    Hallowed be thy name. 
 
      
 
    Thy kingdom come,  
 
    Thy will be done 
 
    On earth as it is in heaven. 
 
      
 
    Give us this day our daily bread 
 
    And forgive us our trespasses 
 
    As we forgive those who trespass  
 
    Against us. 
 
      
 
    Lead us not into temptation, 
 
    But deliver us from evil 
 
    For thine is the kingdom and the power 
 
    And the glory forever and ever. Amen” 
 
      
 
    Mika squeezed both their hands and said, “Goodnight, son.” 
 
    Leah continued to hold Mika’s hand as they walked downstairs. At the bottom of the stairs, she turned to face her. Silently, Mika bent down to meet her lips. Leah slipped her arms around Mika’s neck and kissed her, a long, slow, reverent kiss—a kiss filled with deep respect and awe. 
 
    When Leah pulled from her, Mika knew something had changed in her, something that affected her very core. She had kissed her differently than any time before, as if connecting their souls. It affected her, too. 
 
    Leah sat on the sofa and patted the seat beside her. “I need to tell you about Father Murphy,” she said, her voice breaking with emotion. “You know I killed him.” 
 
    The priest nodded. She had witnessed the scene in Leah’s confession slideshow. Mika waited for her to continue. To justify what she had done. 
 
    “You must have had a good reason to kill a priest,” Mika croaked, her mouth dry. 
 
    Leah looked at her as if she couldn’t believe what she had just said. Her…belief in her. She was waiting to hear her side of the story without judging her. It was the biggest difference between Mika and Emily.  
 
    “There had been rumors, ah, accusations actually, but nothing formal.” She seemed to have difficulty sharing her reasons. “Then the parents of one of the boys filed an official complaint, so we were forced to investigate it.” 
 
    “What kind of complaint?” Mika was afraid of the answer. 
 
    “They accused Father Murphy of molesting their son.” 
 
    Leah hung her head. “I…I brought that monster from another time to prey on children in this one. I had no idea. I was devastated. 
 
    “At first, I didn’t believe it. I had selected Father Murphy because he was the epitome of the kindly priest, gently leading his flock. Of course, the fact that he always took up for me and backed me certainly influenced my judgment. I suppose that should have been a red flag. No man of God could have possibly condoned my tyranny. 
 
    “The morning after the complaint was filed, I went to talk to him at the church.” She continued, “I looked everywhere for him and couldn’t find him. I finally went to the rectory. He wasn’t downstairs. Then I heard voices from upstairs. I had no idea what was upstairs. When I walked into the bedroom, Father Murphy had Richie.” She gasped pitifully, a sound halfway between a maniacal laugh and a sob. 
 
    “Both of them had on only their underwear. I immediately dressed Richie and took him to the diner. I left him in Ruth’s care. I then returned to talk to Father Murphy. 
 
    “My wrath was uncontrollable. My initial reaction was to flay the skin from his bones, an inch at a time. To make him suffer excruciating pain for what he had been planning to do to my son. I knew I couldn’t because his screams would call attention to what I was doing.” She spoke matter-of-factly, her eyes black, her countenance dark. 
 
    The priest thought she had never seen such pure hatred in anyone’s face. 
 
    “I took away his breath until his heart stopped beating.” Leah grinned at the memory. “It appeared to the world that he had a heart attack. 
 
    “Richie was only five. Only five,” she cried. “How could anyone hurt a child like that? 
 
    “I went back to the diner to check on Richie, and he was playing video games.” She shook her head as if to clear the horrible vision of Father Murphy and Richie from her mind. “He truly didn’t seem to understand what had happened. 
 
    “I couldn’t figure out how Father Murphy had gotten Richie in the first place.” She frowned. “I had dropped him off at preschool that morning. Then I found out that Mother Superior had convinced Delilah to let her take him to Mass with her. She left him with the priest even though she was very aware of the charges filed against him. 
 
    “Delilah and I have been bitter enemies most of our lives, and that didn’t help. After endangering my son like that, I hated her even more. I had never given anyone permission to take my son from school. Mother Superior has always disliked me for many reasons. I’m sure she knew what she was doing when she left Richie alone with Father Murphy. I took Richie out of the convent school and enrolled him in public school. 
 
    “After Father Murphy’s hypocritical funeral, several other boys came forward with tales of his abuse. Their stories made me sick to my stomach. I felt responsible since I had brought that monster to our town. 
 
    “One night after Richie had gone to sleep, I tore through the cathedral and did my best to burn it to the ground. Of course, the ancient structure wouldn’t burn, but I destroyed everything in it. What didn’t burn, I crushed. I am truly sorry about your tapestry, but I did fix it for you.” 
 
    Mika nodded, a small smile on her lips. 
 
    “For some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to destroy the crucifix over the dais. It was just so sad to see a young man cruelly nailed to a cross.” She frowned. 
 
    “You shared this story with Emily,” Mika said. 
 
    “Yes, but not the part about me ripping out his heart or destroying the church. You are the only one I trust with that knowledge. I’m sure she thought you already knew about the incident with Father Murphy, so she was just pushing your buttons.” Leah grimaced. 
 
    “Well, she succeeded.” Mika nodded. “But now I’m most concerned about her drinking.” 
 
    “That is your bailiwick, Priest,” Leah said flatly. “I want nothing to do with her unless it concerns Richie.” 
 
    When she loves, she loves deeply, unconditionally, Mika thought about Leah, and when she hates, it is unconditional, too. The woman has extremely strong emotions. That is what makes her the most powerful witch in the world. 
 
    “Father Murphy isn’t the only priest I have killed,” she said softly. “I killed a village priest because he gave aid to my enemies. I truly do regret that murder most of all. I didn’t know him, but everyone said he was a wonderful man.” 
 
    Mika nodded and held her closely. “I saw that in your presentation.” She frowned. Leah truly had been evil. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 - The Second Christmas
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will be about an hour late for lunch,” Mika told her as she slipped on her collar. “We’re rehearsing part of the Christmas program after the service.” 
 
    “No problem.” Leah turned her face up to Mika to receive the kiss she had grown accustomed to whenever she left her. She walked her son and future wife to the door and watched them until they disappeared. 
 
    Mika had spent the night at the mansion, sitting on the sofa, holding Leah as she slept. It helped assuage the nightmares she always had after sharing the details of one of her horror stories. Most of the time she pushed her past wicked deeds to the back of her mind and constantly guarded against them surfacing.  
 
    Interestingly, she had found that once she shared problems with Mika, they seemed to dissipate. Slowly, but surely, she seemed to be exorcising the demons from her past. 
 
    As Leah sipped her coffee, she tried to forget the present and imminent horrors that were hanging over her. She had avoided Legion since the priest had arrived in their town. She had frankly been surprised that the slimy man hadn’t sought her out. Apparently, he had no idea how happy she was. Perhaps he had no desire to encounter the priest. She wondered if she could be this lucky. 
 
    She knew she would have to confront Legion sooner or later. She had just been stalling, trying to figure some way to renegotiate the contract she had signed with him. It was just a matter of time before he showed up to collect. 
 
    Pushing thoughts of Legion from her mind, she smiled as she recalled the discussion about different parental names for her and Emily. Richie decided that he would call her “Mom” and call his birth mother “Emily.” “After all,” her son had added, “you have always been my mom.”  
 
    It had been a week since she had given the priest the book about her land. She wondered if Mika had read it. She knew they would have to discuss it in detail and welcomed the opportunity to tell Mika her side of the story. 
 
    She looked at the stack of wedding magazines Mika had brought to her. She leafed through the publications, taking delight in the beautiful bridal dresses, reception decorations, and a multitude of suggestions for the perfect wedding.  
 
    Mika and Richie found her asleep with the magazines in her lap and scattered around her. They silently closed the door to the study and went into the kitchen. 
 
    “You clean up the breakfast dishes, son,” Mika said softly, “and I’ll fix lunch.” 
 
    Richie arched an eyebrow at the priest. 
 
    “What?” Mika grinned. “I can cook. I’m more than just a pretty face, you know.” 
 
    Richie giggled because he loved that Mika could cook, and he had to admit the priest was very beautiful. He hoped his mother realized what a catch Mika was. 
 
    Mika cooked chicken breast with a cream sauce, rice, and broccoli with speed and ease. Richie frowned at the broccoli and Mika grinned teasingly. “Eat your broccoli and we’ll go for ice cream after lunch.” 
 
    “Deal.” Richie laughed as he carried the steeping teapot to the table. He thought of how Emily had never been much help to his mother in the kitchen and how Leah had always been the one to take care of anything that had to do with the mansion and their home life. He didn’t know how, but he knew Emily had hurt his mother badly. He suddenly realized that he was happiest when he was with his mother and the priest. We are the way a family should be, he thought. 
 
    “May I wake her?” Richie whispered, proud of the meal they had set for her. Mika nodded and followed to watch. 
 
    Richie knelt on the floor beside the sofa and leaned down to kiss his mother on the cheek. Her long lashes fluttered, then opened to reveal brown eyes filled with joy at seeing her son’s face.  
 
    “Oh, I am sorry. I fell asleep,” Leah exclaimed, sitting up slowly and gathering the magazines from her lap. “I don’t have lunch ready.” 
 
    “Taken care of by us, my queen.” Richie stood and made a grand gesture of bowing in a courtly manner. He took his mother’s hand and helped her rise from the sofa. 
 
    Mika watched the interaction between the two people she loved most in this world. Leah raised sleepy brown eyes to meet hers, and Mika thought, Every time I see her, she is more beautiful than the last time. 
 
    “Where did you learn to cook like this?” Leah smiled at the priest as she placed a bite of chicken in her mouth. “Everything is perfectly cooked. Most people overcook broccoli and dry out the chicken.” 
 
    “I am a single woman.” Mika grinned. “I’ve been cooking for myself for many years.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you did it, but this broccoli is awesome.” Richie forked another piece of chicken. “How old are you, Mika?” 
 
    A fleeting look of consternation passed over the priest’s face before she smiled and answered, “Same age as your mother.” 
 
    Leah was surprised at her evasive answer. Mika was usually very direct. 
 
    “Three thousand years old?” 
 
     “Seriously, dude,” Mika feigned distress, “do I look three thousand years old?” 
 
    Richie giggled and started to clear the dishes. “Either way, you are the oldest one at this table.” 
 
    “Honestly, Leah,” the priest teased, “have you ever grounded this insolent puppy? But not today, I promised him we would go out for ice cream after lunch.”  She smiled, taking Leah’s hand in her. “Will you join us?” 
 
    “Of course.” Leah nodded, a puzzled smile flitting across her face as she realized she had no idea how old Mika was. “I can’t think of a better way to top off one of the most delicious meals I have ever eaten.” 
 
    Her beautiful smile took in both. They beamed, basking in her praise. 
 
    “We definitely should do this more often. She loved it,” Richie whispered to the priest as they carried the dishes into the kitchen. “What else can you cook?” 
 
    “Oh, so you think you can learn a few tricks from the old one, eh?” Mika grinned at the boy.  
 
    ## 
 
    Even though it was cold outside, they decided to bundle up and walk to the diner. Richie called Isaac and Mary, and they met with them along the way. Mika was glad the two children had joined them. It gave her an opportunity to devote her attention to the gorgeous woman on her arm. 
 
    They dropped back, letting the children run ahead of them.  
 
    “Did you have a good morning?” Mika asked. 
 
    “I did. I got several ideas from the magazines you brought me. Obviously, I slept, too. Thank you, again, for lunch.” 
 
    “I finished reading the book,” Mika declared. “Are you up to filling in the blanks for me tonight?” 
 
    “Of course, darling.” Leah hugged her arm tighter and leaned her head on Mika’s shoulder. She was delighted that she wanted her version of the story instead of jumping to the conclusion that she was the only one to blame. 
 
    “Will I need to spend the night tonight?” Mika asked gently. “If so, I need to pick up clean clothes.” 
 
    Leah thought about the deaths of innocent people and her forced marriage to the king. “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Richie spent the night with Isaac and Mary, so they had the house to themselves. The priest was exhausted from sleeping on the sofa the night before, but she was happy to stay with Leah. 
 
    Mika carried in firewood and stoked the fire. By the time Leah carried in a tray with two cups of hot buttered rum, the study was cozy and inviting. 
 
    Mika sat on the sofa, and Leah took her usual place beside her, leaning against her. “Where would you like me to start?” she asked, sipping her drink. 
 
    “As I understand it,” Mika spoke slowly, “your mother, Jezebel, traded your virginity for a position in King Joram’s palace.” 
 
    “Yes,” Leah responded. “When I became with child, she insisted that Jorum marry me. Which he gladly did. I’ve always been exceedingly beautiful.” 
 
    “And modest, too,” Mika laughed. “You’re the only woman in the Bible to reign as a monarch.” 
 
    “Yes, I was unbelievably cruel.” Leah frowned. “Cruelty was all I knew.” 
 
     “I…give me a minute.” Mika walked into the powder room and gained control of the emotions that raged inside her. The same emotions that had made her vomit after the slideshow Leah had put on for her. The scenes had been brief, fleeting images. The fact that this wonderful, loving woman had had been forced into the bed of a sadistic, aging king made her sick to her stomach. 
 
    Mika returned to her place on the sofa and gathered Leah into her arms, pulling her onto her lap and holding her like a child. “Reliving your past hurts me so much,” Mika spoke softly, her voice hoarse with emotion. “I know it hurts you!” 
 
    “I endured his pawing and grunting and total disregard for me for years. I couldn’t bear another night of his crushing weight on me.” Leah cried. “I had him killed.” 
 
    Mika couldn’t stand it anymore. She had Leah in her arms. She kissed her slowly, deeply, taking in the very essence of the woman she adored. She knew her happiness depended on Leah. Mika trembled as she tried to control the desire to merge with her. She wanted Leah so much. She loved her so much. Leah could never tell her anything that would change that. Leah was her addiction.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mika said slowly. “I assure you I don’t take what you have been through lightly. I just want you to know that what you were, who you were before we met, doesn’t matter to me. I love the woman you are now. I love the woman that is a wonderful mother. I love the woman that loves me with more passion than I ever knew existed in this world or any other.” 
 
    Leah smiled at her shyly, unaccustomed to such praise, and initiated another kiss. It was full of passion and promise that left Mika in breathless agony. 
 
    Leah’s eyes widened. Mika shrugged. “You can’t kiss me like that and not get a reaction. Sorry.” She hung her head in embarrassment. 
 
    Leah laughed, pleased that she affected her the way she did. 
 
    They sat in silence for a long time. Leah leaned her head against Mika’s breast, drinking in the clean, soft scent of her. She fought the desire to kiss her again, to move this to another level, but knew it wouldn’t be fair to either of them.  
 
    Mika, holding her close, reveled in the softness of her. Mika fought the desire to turn this into a more physical encounter but knew from experience that she might not be able to stop. Both were aching so badly. It was difficult to breathe. 
 
    ## 
 
    The first rays of the morning sun crept through a small opening of the drapes and splashed awareness over Mika. She was lying on her back, in only her panties. The bed was warm and soft. She wanted to turn over and burrow down in the soft down comforter. Mika’s eyes opened wide as she realized Leah was draped across her. Leah’s head rested on her shoulder. Her arm was around Mika’s waist and her leg thrown over her. Panic froze Mika. How had she gotten into Leah’s bed? Thankfully, Leah had on pajama bottoms and a top. 
 
    Mika thought about waking her but knew how exhausted she had been last night, so she let her sleep. Mika’s mind began pulling up the horrendous pictures of things that had been done to Leah. It was a miracle she could even trust another human being, much less love one as she did her. Mika prayed for the strength to refrain from seeking revenge against those that had both hurt and betrayed Leah. 
 
    Mika thought about how wonderful it would be to wake beside her like this for the rest of her life. Mika knew she had been irritated with her for her reaction to the stories but had quickly been pleased when she explained that they in no way changed how Mika felt about her. Mika wanted her to know that nothing could change her love for her, not deep, dark secrets or well-known transgressions. She hoped Leah would feel the same about her. Mika knew that she would have to share the truth about her past at some point.  
 
    Mika had held her as she cried when talking about how others had treated her. Some had feared her. Others loathed her. The deepest hurt of all came from the ones Leah thought would provide her solace. They had been ashamed of her. No wonder she was teetering on the precipice of madness the first night Mika met her.  
 
    Leah snuggled into her, and Mika held her a little tighter, careful to avoid waking her. She loved her. Mika drifted back into a happy, contented sleep. 
 
    Leah moved to get closer to the warmth of Mika. Anguish shot through her as she realized she was lying in the priest’s arms. Mika was slumbering softly beneath her.  
 
    Leah stilled the beating of her heart as she remembered their decision to sleep together. Like so many past nights, Mika had fallen asleep sitting on the sofa. She had awakened with muscle spasms in her back and neck.  
 
    Leah had insisted that they sleep in her bed. She still needed Mika to hold her to ward off the nightmares that always haunted her after she delved into her past. Mika resisted but was too tired to put up much of a fight. They both had been too tired for anything else. 
 
    Lying beside Mika, feeling her warmth and the strength of her body, sent a surge of desire sweeping through Leah. She bit her bottom lip to suppress a moan. She pushed herself away from Mika and out of the bed. She couldn’t trust herself to be in Mika’s arms when she woke. 
 
    The sudden loss of warmth yanked Mika awake. She watched Leah as she moved about the room. She was every bit a queen, graceful, self-confident, and incredibly beautiful. She closed the bathroom door behind her, leaving Mika alone in a room that was suddenly cold and lonely. 
 
    When Leah brought warmth back into the room, Mika was sitting up, her back against the headboard. “I didn’t mean to wake you,” Leah said, “I just needed a shower.” 
 
    Mika patted the bed beside her. “Please sit with me for a while.” 
 
    “I am not sure we should do that,” Leah softly spoke as she moved toward the spot Mika was patting. “We’re both very rested now.” 
 
    “We’ll be okay.” Mika smiled. “I believe the last chapter of the book was about a Savior. Are you up to talking about it and we can put this all behind us?” 
 
    “How can you be so nonchalant about the things I have told you?” Leah questioned. “I don’t understand how someone like you could ever love someone like me.” 
 
    Leah settled herself beside Mika, facing her and leaning against her knees that were pulled up to give Leah support. 
 
    “You make my heart hurt.” Mika smiled a slow, sad smile. “You have no idea how wonderful you are. You are the most resilient mortal I have ever met. 
 
    “I have searched for someone like you for more years than you can imagine.” Mika leaned up and kissed her softly, sweetly. “I have scoured the world for a woman like you. You are loving, gentle, honest, and fiercely protective of those you love. I won’t even go into your beauty. You are a goddess. One would gladly give their soul for a woman like you. All I ask of my maker is that I get to spend eternity with you.” 
 
    Leah couldn’t take her eyes off Mika. Her eyes reminded her of the Caribbean blue waters she and Richie had seen on their cruise—so clear, so deep, so blue. Mika’s eyes seemed to gaze into her very soul. Leah smiled as she scrutinized Mika’s bed hair—soft blonde strands tickled her forehead, giving her a lovable, disheveled look. Leah fought the desire to tangle her hands in Mika’s hair and make love to her. 
 
    This woman, this kind, gentle, good woman, who surely must be a Greek goddess reincarnated, loves me, she thought.  
 
    “Emily Carver.” Mika raised a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “Emily just showed up here one day claiming to be Samson and Delilah’s daughter and Richie’s mother.” Leah spoke clearly, never taking her eyes off Mika. “She told the townspeople that they were cursed and couldn’t leave this town because of me. No one had ever tried to leave the town, so it was a shock to them to discover they couldn’t. Emily made them remember who I really was, Queen Athaliah, a wicked witch and cruel ruler of Judah. When the townspeople realized what I had done, they wanted to behead me. Emily stopped them. She locked me in jail for my protection and to keep me away from Richie. 
 
    “The townspeople thought she was the Savior foretold in the old testament. I thought she was going to take Richie away from me. He seemed to hate me, although I had never done anything but love him. I was frantic to get my son back. Emily was kind at first and let me see Richie often. 
 
    “Samson was the one that pulled the town together and made people understand their lives were so much better here with running water, heat, and electricity. Television!” She laughed. “Who would have ever believed that television would save my life? When Samson pointed out that they would have to give up television if they returned to the time of the Holy Lands, everyone voted to stay. 
 
    “No one knew how to manage a town, so I was allowed to continue acting as mayor. Of course, Delilah wanted the job, but quickly proved inept at running it, so it fell to me. It is much more difficult to be a mayor in America than queen of an entire realm. 
 
    “Emily’s job as sheriff kept her busy as people discovered who they were and began searching for their children and loved ones.” Leah frowned, recalling the bedlam when couples living together as husband and wife suddenly discovered they were sleeping with the wrong people. Children were with the wrong parents. She shook her head, trying to move past the image of Delilah sleeping with Dr. David and Samson sleeping with her friend Kathryn. 
 
    “Richie was allowed to return home with me.” Leah smiled. “Emily would drop by to see how we were doing, and one thing led to another. I thought if she was the Savior, perhaps that would extend to me, too. I thought that if we were together, I wouldn’t have to worry about losing Richie again. 
 
    “Richie and Emily believed that magic was the root of my evil, which, of course, isn’t true.” She shrugged. “They made me promise to cease using magic as a condition of them being in my life.” 
 
    She bowed her head. “I was so scared, so alone. When Emily came to my bed, I welcomed her. I thought she loved me. I soon realized that I was just her…something on the side, something of which she was ashamed. Richie quickly realized that I was the same mother that had raised him and that I hadn’t changed. Although he loved Emily, he turned to me for comfort and reassurance. He chose to live with me. 
 
    “When I caught Emily and Ruth together, I was devastated. I took Richie and left town for two weeks.” A fake smile twisted her lips. “I made up my mind to destroy the town. Then you arrived on the scene. You, Mika, you have been my redemption.” 
 
    “As much as I would like to take credit for such an amazing accomplishment,” Mika smiled, “I believe you have redeemed yourself. You are your own Savior, Leah. Your strength, your resilience, and your ability to love so deeply. You saved yourself.”  
 
    “Do you have any other questions?” Leah asked, blushing at her unexpected praise. 
 
    “I do.” She grinned. “Would you fix your great pancakes for me?” 
 
    “I can’t even tell you how much I will enjoy doing that.” Leah laughed as she leaned forward to kiss Mika lovingly. 
 
    ## 
 
    After a late breakfast, Leah called Richie to see if he wanted to go ice-skating with them. They gathered everyone’s skates and arrived at the frozen rink a little after eleven. Richie was waiting for them on the benches. Mika helped the boy lace his skates, then watched him as he skated away to catch up with his friends.  
 
    Mika knelt to lace Leah’s skates. Leah couldn’t resist tracing her fingers down the side of Mika’s face to rest on her lips. Mika looked up at her, and she bent down to kiss her. She tried to contain the pure joy of just being with Mika, touching her. Mika put on her skates last then pulled Leah to her feet, holding her closely for a few moments. 
 
    They skated for the pure enjoyment of skating, holding hands and planning their upcoming wedding, kissing occasionally, as neither of them seemed to be able to go for very long without kissing the other.  
 
    The mayor had put up the Christmas decorations on Thanksgiving night, and they were even more spectacular than last year’s. 
 
    “I hope you will attend some of the services this month,” the priest said shyly, preparing to be turned down again. Leah had only been in the sanctuary twice. Both times had been in conjunction with the announcements of their pending nuptials. “We are having some extraordinary music this year,” she added quickly. 
 
    “I am not quite ready yet,” Leah murmured. “I’m not entirely comfortable being on consecrated ground.” 
 
    “You’re not evil.” Mika grinned at her. “You know you can’t use that excuse forever to keep from attending church.” 
 
    She shot Mika a look of dismay, unamused by her statement. 
 
    Oops, crossed the line, Mika thought, and rushed to soften her statement. “You know we will marry in the cathedral. You need to try to be comfortable with being in it.” 
 
    “I will, just not yet.” 
 
    Richie sped toward them, stopping just in time to spray ice on them. “I could sure use some hot chocolate.”  
 
    “Then hot chocolate it is.” His mother smiled. 
 
    ## 
 
    The diner was almost deserted except for two couples on the far side of the counter. The Anthal family sat in their usual booth, sipping their chocolate and talking about the wedding. 
 
    “Have you decided on a best man?” Richie asked Mika.  
 
     “I have, but I need to discuss it with your mother before I make my final decision,” the priest answered. 
 
    “How about you, Mom, have you selected a bridesmaid?” 
 
    “I have,” Leah smiled, “but I need to discuss it with Mika.” 
 
    “I’m going to the game room and will play something loud,” the boy said with a grin. “You two talk. I’m dying to know who will be standing with me. Just so you know, Mom, Delilah seriously wants to be your bridesmaid.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She arched her eyebrow. “Not in this life!” 
 
    Richie shot her an understanding look as he headed toward the game room. 
 
    Mika exhaled slowly. “It is okay if you don’t like my selection for my best man. I can choose someone else if you aren’t in agreement.” 
 
    Leah raised her eyebrows questioningly. God, I love it when you do that, Mika thought. 
 
    “I would like to ask Samson,” the priest said softly. She watched her eyes carefully, to see if they went from soft brown to furious black. They didn’t. 
 
    “That’s acceptable.” Leah nodded. “Samson is a good man. 
 
    “I would like to ask Ruth to be my bridesmaid,” she whispered. “She has been a good friend to me and was truly devastated when she found out she had hurt me.” 
 
    Mika smiled broadly. “I think that is an excellent choice. Why don’t you ask her now in front of Richie? It will make him feel involved.” 
 
    Leah nodded. She liked the way the priest always found ways to include her son in their decisions. 
 
    Mika waved the boy back to their table. “We have a decision,” she chuckled as Richie slid in beside his mother. 
 
    Ruth placed fresh mugs of chocolate in front of them. “I figured you might need refills.” 
 
    “You are the best, Ruthie.” Richie grinned. “So, Mom, who?” 
 
    The mayor cleared her throat. “Ruth, I wondered if you would consider being my bridesmaid?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Seriously?” Ruth and Richie both squealed in unison.  
 
    “Say yes!” Richie laughed. 
 
     “After what happened… I didn’t think… Yes! Yes!” Ruth laughed. “I can’t even begin to tell you how proud I am that you asked me.” 
 
    Richie threw his arms around his friend. “Thank you,” Ruthie,” he giggled. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Ruth.” Leah smiled. 
 
    “Now that that’s settled,” Richie grinned as if he had accomplished a great task, “may I finish my game?” 
 
    Leah nodded, and the boy ran to the game room. 
 
    “Um, we seriously need to talk about Richie.” Mika took a deep breath. “I am afraid that Emily is working hard to give him an unhealthy attitude about our relationship.” 
 
    Leah’s eyes widened as the priest spoke. 
 
    “Of course he asked her about ‘carnival knowledge.’” Mika grinned as she recalled Richie’s misunderstanding of her speech in church. “She told him that it would be a circus if you and I were involved.” 
 
    Leah laughed softly. “She may be right.” 
 
    The priest blushed and continued uneasily, “She said you scream like a teenage girl on a roller coaster.” 
 
    “That was unnecessary.” Richie’s mother scowled. “Richie didn’t need to hear that.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” Mika grimaced. 
 
    “Leave it to the ever-eloquent sheriff to make everything tawdry,” Leah growled. 
 
     “Richie is almost thirteen,” Mika noted. “He’s noticing girls. What’s worse, girls are noticing him. He truly is very handsome.” 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Leah agreed, watching her son, who was teetering between a little boy and a teenager. 
 
    “I-I guess what I am trying to say is, um…” Mika stuttered, “has anyone had the ‘birds and bees’ talk with him?” 
 
    “The what!” Leah exclaimed loudly. 
 
    Mika regrouped, remembering that she wasn’t of this world and was unfamiliar with American colloquialisms. “The talk about sex,” she said softly. 
 
    Leah looked shocked, as if she had never thought about discussing sex with her son. “I haven’t.” Her voice cracked. “You call it the ‘birds and bees’ talk?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “Ah, uh, it’s just a phrase Americans use instead of saying sex.” The priest blushed. “I’m not even sure I can get through this with you,” she exhaled. “My point is Richie lives with us. If you are that vocal, he’s going to want to know what I’m doing to his mother.” Mika could feel her face burn as the red color moved from her chest to the top of her head. 
 
    Leah leaned across the table and whispered into her ear, “Just what do you plan on doing to his mother?” She smiled seductively. 
 
    “You’re killing me,” Mika gasped. “I am trying to be serious about Richie.” 
 
    Leah realized that she had thrown off Mika’s equilibrium. She leaned away from her, smiling devilishly. Ah, yes. I am sure I will be screaming for this woman, she thought. 
 
    After a long silence and much stirring of her chocolate, the priest tried again, “You and Emily are his mothers. You need to have the talk with him, together or separately.” 
 
    “Us,” she cried. “No, I’m not having any talk of sex with Emily involved. I am not sure she has a healthy view on the subject.” Leah’s eyes flashed fiercely. “I don’t want Emily talking to him alone.” 
 
    The priest shrugged her shoulders. “Then you?” 
 
    “You do it,” she pleaded. “Priests are trained to do this sort of thing, aren’t they? I can’t do it. He needs another point of view—an innocent’s point of view.” 
 
    Mika’s mouth moved, but nothing came out. She blew out a slow, exasperated breath of air and shook her head. She knew she would do whatever Leah asked.  
 
    “Okay.” Mika nodded. “We’re going to work on our project this weekend. I will talk to him then. 
 
    “I have to stay at the rectory tonight,” Mika said sadly. “I am so far behind on my duties. We both need to be in our respective jobs early tomorrow morning. We did play hooky today.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. She was painfully aware of how she had neglected her job as mayor over the past few days. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika felt like a new woman the next morning. A night of uninterrupted sleep had rejuvenated her completely. She showered, dressed, and hurried to meet Leah in the diner for breakfast. 
 
    Leah was in their booth. Mika leaned down and kissed her longingly, letting her know how much she had missed her.  
 
    “Where’s Richie?” Mika sipped the coffee Leah had ordered for her. 
 
    “He will be staying with Emily during the holidays.” Leah frowned. “The mansion is empty without him.” 
 
    “Did you sleep okay last night?” Mika inquired, hoping her nightmares hadn’t returned. 
 
    “I did,” Leah said slowly, amazed that her night had been nightmare free and very restful. 
 
    “You look wonderful,” Mika smiled, “so incredibly beautiful. I could spend an eternity gazing upon your face. You truly are the fairest of them all.” 
 
    Leah bowed her head. Mika’s blatant assessment of her beauty always pleased and slightly embarrassed her. 
 
    “Hey, don’t forget. Our first bowling team effort is tonight at six thirty.” Mika touched her hand lightly. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she laughed. “Tell me, again, who’s on our team?” 
 
    “We drew names, four to a team. Richie, Amber, you and I,” Mika listed their team members. “Mother Superior, Samson, Delilah, and Levi are a team. Isaac, Emily, Gloria, and Ruth. Mary, Dr. David, Naomi, and Nick. Other teams are made up of the nuns, miners, and other residents. Richie is our team captain.” 
 
    “Nick,” Leah grimaced, upset that Richie’s father would be so closely involved. “Is he still a drunk?” 
 
    “He’s trying. Going to AA. I hope that he can do it. For Richie’s sake,” Mika answered. 
 
    “Amber is on our team?” Leah raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Honey, you have to let this thing with Amber go.” Mika caught both her hands in hers. “You must know that you are the only one in my mind and my heart.” 
 
    “I know.” She bowed her head, recalling the sad recording of Amber’s conversation with the priest. “It can’t be easy for her to be around you. I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “She has done a lot for the town and the church,” Mika noted.  “She and I have resolved our issues. I want us to befriend her.” 
 
    “I will do my best.” Leah stood, smiling slightly. “Let’s go earn our keep, Priest. Pick me up at six for bowling?” 
 
    Mika smiled at how easily Leah assumed she would be there for her. She liked knowing Leah automatically counted on her. She liked being so much a part of her life that Leah took her for granted. 
 
    They kissed goodbye outside of the diner and went their separate ways. 
 
    ## 
 
     “Bowling is a blast!” Richie exclaimed to his mother. “I didn’t know you were good at bowling.” 
 
    Richie smiled thoughtfully. She was exceptional at everything she did: cooking, decorating, skating, dancing, running an entire town, and being a mother. The list was endless. Yep! He nodded to himself. She is truly impressive. I am so proud of her. He wondered how he could have been so cruel to her when Emily showed up. He loved her so much.  
 
    He impulsively threw his arms around her. “I love you, Mom.”  
 
    Leah’s face lit up at the unexpected show of affection from her son. She winked at Mika, who was also smiling at Richie’s impulsive declaration to his mother. 
 
    “I love you too, Richie.” 
 
    Mika watched her bowl. She was very good, bowling a strike or a spare almost every time. Mika recalled the first night she had spent with her, talking on the front porch of her home. She thought Leah was the most beautiful creature she had ever seen. Looking at her now, she realized she had only gotten more beautiful. With most of the anguish removed from her life, she looked even younger than she did eighteen months ago. Mika thought, with a start, that she hadn’t aged at all. Her hair was still the same raven color. Her eyes were still the same deep brown, and she had not one wrinkle on her body. She was perfect. 
 
    Leah turned to catch Mika staring at her. “What?”  
 
    “You…you are just beautiful,” Mika said softly, “so ageless.” 
 
    Leah grinned mischievously. “Don’t you know Wicked Queens live forever?” 
 
    “I am counting on it,” Mika laughed as she pulled her onto her lap.  
 
    “Priest, we are in a bowling alley with most of your parishioners.” She grinned, moving quickly from Mika’s lap. 
 
    “Come on, Amber,” Richie cheered for the beautiful blonde. “If you bowl at least a spare, we’ll win.” 
 
    Everyone gathered around to watch as Amber stepped up to throw her last two balls.  
 
    “A strike, you bowled a strike.” Richie grabbed her and danced around the floor. “You guys are so toast.” The boy grinned at his birth mother. “Everything Amber bowls now is just points heaped on your loss.” 
 
    “When did you become so competitive?” Emily smiled at her son’s excitement. 
 
    Amber grinned, happy to be included in the boy’s joy.  
 
    Richie’s team won, and they all headed to the diner for a late supper. 
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    “How is the Christmas pageant coming along?” Samson asked as they pulled enough tables together to accommodate everyone. 
 
    “Beautifully.” The priest grinned. “You are doing an excellent job of playing Joseph, and Delilah is a perfect Mary.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Samson smiled, almost bashfully. “But I do believe the angel is going to steal the show.” 
 
    “When he sings, it does make one’s heart stop, doesn’t it?” Mika agreed. 
 
    Leah felt a little left out whenever they talked about church activities, but she listened, interested in what the priest was doing. It irritated her a little that Delilah had been selected to play the Virgin Mary. She’d make a better donkey. 
 
    “Leah, you must attend the Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve,” Samson included her in their conversation. “It will be standing room only. Everyone is going.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded politely, not making any commitment. 
 
    “You know Mika and I are going to work on our project tomorrow?” Richie slid into the seat next to his mother.  
 
    “I do.” Leah smiled at her son. “I believe Mika has something she wants to discuss with you.” 
 
    Mika sharply inhaled as Leah set her up to have the talk with Richie. Leah grinned playfully at the priest. 
 
    “Have I done something wrong?” the boy asked tentatively. 
 
    “Oh, no, sweetheart,” his mother said, smiling down at him, “Mika just wants to discuss something with you, something about the birds and the bees.” 
 
    “Oh, Mika,” Richie said, scowling, “you’re not going to teach me to be a beekeeper, are you?” 
 
    Leah and Mika burst into laughter, and Leah ran her hand up the inside of Mika’s thigh, causing her laughter to deteriorate into a fit of coughing. 
 
    “You are evil,” Mika whispered into her ear. “I’m keeping a tally of your evilness, my queen. You will pay.” 
 
    A shiver ran through Leah’s body. “I’m counting on it,” she said softly. 
 
    ## 
 
    On Saturday morning, the three met at the diner for breakfast and planned their day. Leah was going to make a new recipe for dinner, so she was going shopping. Mika and Richie were heading off to their project. The days were getting shorter, so they all agreed to meet at the mansion at five instead of their usual six. 
 
    They all turned toward the door as the chime announced a new diner. Amber walked in and looked around for a seat. 
 
    “Amber, Amber, over here,” Richie called, and ran to lead her to their booth. 
 
    “Is it okay?” The emerald-eyed beauty raised a quizzical eyebrow at Leah. 
 
    “Of course.” The mayor smiled, wondering if her son was becoming enamored with the fair-haired woman. She knew it wasn’t unusual for prepubescent boys to have crushes on older women. Leah was well aware that Isaac had a crush on her. 
 
    “Mika and I were just leaving,” Richie said, pulling the priest from the booth. “We are working on a project, and she is going to tell me about the birds and the bees.”  
 
    A slight blush flooded the priest’s face as the three adults laughed spontaneously at the excited boy. Mika leaned down and lightly kissed her fiancée’s lips before being dragged away by Richie.  
 
    Amber ordered coffee and eyed Leah tentatively.  
 
    “I wanted to congratulate you on your upcoming wedding to Mika,” the blonde said softly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Leah replied. 
 
    “I know how much she loves you,” Amber continued. “You are a lucky woman.” 
 
    “I’m very fortunate,” the mayor agreed with her. “I know there is some history between you and Mika. She cares for you a great deal and wants us to be friends, and of course, Richie adores you.” 
 
    Emerald eyes twinkled as Amber laughed. “I would truly like that,” she said.               
 
    The mayor suddenly realized Amber probably knew more about her fiancée than she did. "You've known Mika a long time," she said vaguely, as if simply making conversation.  
 
    "Longer than anyone else, I believe,” Amber answered guardedly. “The powers that be didn't deem me worthy of her, but for some reason, they saw fit to give her to you. I don't know why.”  
 
    Leah was surprised by the blonde’s honesty. She nodded her head. “I ask myself that same question daily,” she said. "I’m certain I don't deserve her. 
 
    “Mika tells me the two of you grew up together,” Leah said casually. “Greece or Italy; I can’t recall what she told me.” She frowned as if her memory had failed her. The truth was that Mika had been so vague, Leah wasn’t sure what she had said. 
 
    Amber tilted her head slightly. She knew she was being interrogated. She had no idea what Mika had told her fiancée, so she wasn’t about to enter that conversation with the mayor. 
 
    Ruth bounced up to the table to refill their coffee. “Amber, I just heard that Delilah is playing the Virgin Mary in the Christmas Pageant,” the waitress said. “I thought you were going to be Mary.” 
 
    “I will be out of town the week before the Christmas Mass, so I opted out. I didn’t think it was fair to the others for me to miss the most important rehearsals.” Amber smiled. “I’m certain Delilah will do a wonderful job.” 
 
    “I am going to be an angel.” Ruth grinned proudly. “Mika says I will make a beautiful angel.” 
 
    “Of course you will.” Amber nodded. “You are a beautiful young woman.” 
 
    Ruth blushed, causing a break in the conversation. Amber took the opportunity to end her visit with Leah. “May I have my coffee in a go cup? I have an appointment in a few minutes and need to go to work.” 
 
    Turning back to Leah, she flashed her most beautiful smile. “You know, car salespeople never truly get a day off.” 
 
    Ruth sighed as she watched Amber leave the diner. “Man, I wouldn’t mind hitting that.” 
 
    “Seriously, Ruth,” Leah growled, “you and Emily must read from the same playbook.” 
 
    “Honestly, Madam Mayor, what do you think when you watch Mika walk away?” Ruth grinned mischievously. 
 
    “I certainly don’t think ‘I wouldn’t mind hitting that.’” Leah frowned. Of course, I have thought, ‘Just wait until I get my hands on you, Priest.’ She smiled to herself. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I mean.” Ruth laughed at the smile on the mayor’s face. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika and Richie were putting the final touches on the inside of the boat. They had finished the exterior except for lifting the boat out of the water and painting the hull. They were saving that for warmer weather.  
 
    Richie had buffed the burled wood to a shine and was making faces at his reflection. Mika watched the boy and realized, again, how much she loved Leah’s son.  
 
    “When’s lunch?” Richie grinned. “I have worked up an appetite.” 
 
    “As if you have to work up an appetite,” Mika teased. “You’re always hungry.” 
 
    The boy laughed and took one last look at his reflection in the burled wood. 
 
    “I thought we would try out the cooktop and the ventilation system today. How about cheeseburgers?” 
 
    “Awesome,” Richie said, moving to get the buns and chips from the pantry as Mika pulled the hamburger meat from the refrigerator. 
 
    “I believe all systems are ready.” Mika smiled, as she dropped the hamburger patties into the pan. “A few more cosmetic touchups and we will be finished way ahead of schedule. I am dying to show your mother. It’s hard to keep secrets from her.” 
 
    “Why can’t we show her as soon as we finish everything?” Richie’s voice took on a new sound of excitement. He didn’t like keeping secrets from his mother either, especially great ones. “She will be very happy.” 
 
    “Why not?” The priest grinned. “Why should we wait six months to enjoy our boat? We could take a weekend trip, as soon as we get good weather.” 
 
    As they finished their lunch, Richie said, “What were you going to tell me about the birds and the bees?” 
 
    The priest cleared her throat as she tried to find a way to begin the conversation with her soon-to-be stepson. “You know your mother and I love each other very much. When two people love each other very much, they marry and then they are free to make love with God’s blessings.” 
 
    The boy nodded as if he understood what Mika was saying. “When two people love each other as much as your mom and I do, they are usually very vocal in their lovemaking.” The priest took a big drink of water to diminish the dryness that had set up camp in her mouth and tongue. “Am I making sense?” She looked at Richie pleadingly. 
 
    “You are talking about sex, aren’t you?” the boy asked hesitantly. “I mean, we studied the reproduction process in biology. It didn’t seem like anything to cheer about.” 
 
    “I’m failing miserably at this, aren’t I?” Mika grinned slightly. “Yes, I am talking about sex, but not just sex. I’m talking about when two people love each other and…uh. Let me start again. Sex is enjoyable, but it should not be entered into lightly. When it is shared by two people who deeply love one another, it can be the most beautiful experience you will ever have. It is sometimes so joyous that one can’t help but cry out in happiness.” 
 
    Mika felt like a one-armed man swimming upstream.  
 
    “Making love is very personal and private and isn’t meant to be shared with bystanders. Often it embarrasses bystanders to hear or see what is going on.” The priest was blushing from the tip of her toes to the top of her blonde head. 
 
    “I think I understand what you are trying to tell me.” Richie grinned. “You think my mom will make a lot of noise when you make love to her, and I should probably move my bedroom to the west wing.”  
 
    “Now how hard was that?” Mika grinned. “Why didn’t I put it that simply?” 
 
    “Honestly, Mika, I love the way you explained it. It was so much better than Emily’s explanation.” 
 
    “I am afraid to ask what she said,” the priest mumbled. 
 
    “Don’t ask.” Richie nodded. “It was crude, and I think it was meant to be insulting to my mother.” 
 
    Anger surged through Mika. “Richie don’t ever let anyone, Emily included, talk detrimentally about your mother. She’s an amazing, wonderful and loving woman. You and I are fortunate to be the ones she loves.” 
 
    Richie hung his head and gave the priest a sideways glance. “You know about my mother and Emily, don’t you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mika asked, not wanting to confirm any suspicions the boy might have. 
 
    “Emily said they were lovers for a brief period,” the boy spoke softly.  
 
    “Your mother told me.” The priest nodded. 
 
    “You know my room shares the same wall with Mom’s. 
 
    I don’t think Mom enjoyed being with Emily,” the boy said thoughtfully. “Emily cursed, and Mom cried a lot.” 
 
    Mika’s heart went out to the boy and his mother. “That must have been very hard for you, son.” 
 
    “It was.” Richie cast his eyes toward his feet. “It made me realize what a good person my mother was, and that Emily wasn’t so great. I was glad when Mom took me on the cruise and ceased to have anything to do with Emily.” 
 
    “Richie, look at me,” Mika spoke softly. “I promise I will never hurt your mother. I will spend the rest of my life making certain she has a happy life.” 
 
    “I believe that.” The boy threw his arms around the priest’s neck and cried into her shoulder. 
 
    Mika had never realized what a burden Richie had been carrying for his mother and how disappointed the boy had been in Emily. 
 
      
 
    ## 
 
     
 
    The town was buzzing with excitement. They were having their first Christmas Eve Mass. Mika and the amateur thespians had been working for two months on the Nativity Program. 
 
    As it had turned out, Delilah was the perfect one to play Mary because she was heavy with child. David played Joseph, and there was a rumor of a special performance by an unknown singer.  
 
    The miners were excited because they were playing shepherds. Ruth was the angel announcing the birth of the baby, Jesus.  Richie, Isaac, Mary, and Naomi were part of the heavenly host of angels. Jacob, Nick, and Levi were the three wise men.  
 
    The week of Christmas was a flurry of last-minute shopping, good cheer, and continuous conversation about the Nativity Program. 
 
    “It is important to me that you come to Christmas Eve Mass,” Mika said as she and Leah finished wrapping Richie’s presents. 
 
    “I will think about it,” Leah promised. 
 
    “You don’t have to set foot inside the church,” Mika continued. “Just stand outside the door and listen.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Leah said more empathetically. 
 
    Mika knew she had pushed her hard enough, so she began to talk about something else. 
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    Both Mika and Richie were anxious as they loaded the car with last-minute items to take to the church. It was Christmas Eve, and the Nativity Program would begin in two hours.               
 
    Leah watched her loves as they double-checked to make certain they had everything they needed. She had never seen them as nervous. 
 
    “Isaac’s mother will be there to help him get dressed,” Richie told Mika. “She said she will help me, too.” 
 
    A wave of guilt swept over Leah. She knew she should be there to help Richie with his costume. “Isn’t Emily going to be there?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Richie shrugged. “She wouldn’t say.” 
 
    Richie kissed his mother on the cheek then ran for the car.  
 
    Mika kissed her on the lips lightly then turned to leave. Leah caught her by the arm and pulled Mika back to her. “That is the worst kiss I have ever received from you,” she teased. 
 
    Mika kissed her again, but her lips still lacked their usual warmth and energy. “See you after the program.” Mika’s smile was halfhearted. 
 
    After Mika and Richie had left, Leah paced the floor. She knew how badly they both wanted her to be there for the first Christmas Mass in their town. Exhaling loudly, she waved her hand and dressed in her Sunday best. Nodding her head, she transported herself to the foyer of the church. The organ music was beautiful. There was reverent silence in the church as the Nativity Program started. She quietly opened the door and slipped inside just as a young angel began to sing “O Holy Night.” 
 
    Leah was mesmerized as she listened to the pure sound of a boy soprano, singing the beautiful song. The entire congregation was captivated by the music and the beauty of the boy’s voice. Moving as if her feet had a mind of their own, Leah slowly walked down the aisle, drawn by the ethereal sound coming from the angel’s mouth.  
 
    The song ended. The congregation gave the young singer a standing ovation. As they finally stopped applauding and took their seats, she slid into the seat on the front row. Tears ran down her cheeks. She had no idea her son could sing like that. 
 
    The entire program was spellbinding. Leah even found herself empathizing with the young Mary trying to find a place to birth her baby. She felt the anguish of Joseph as he sought shelter for his wife and soon-to-be-born child. 
 
    The program ended, and the church lights slowly came up. She was astounded to find herself sitting in the front row of the church looking up into the peaceful blue eyes of the priest. Mika’s smile conveyed the joy Leah had given her by attending her first Christmas Mass. The performers lined up across the front of the church, clasped hands, and bowed to the thunderous applause from their audience. No one clapped louder than Mayor Leah Anthal. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 - Secrets Revealed
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time couldn’t pass fast enough for Mika. She berated herself for not having sense enough to set January first as their wedding date.  Instead, I set myself up for six more months of unbelievable agony, she thought.  
 
    Mika had been surprised to find out Leah was a witch. She had searched the world for her. Not her exactly, but for a woman Mika knew existed. She had known Leah was the one the moment she had looked into her eyes. Her eyes were the windows to her soul. Mika had seen insanity, loss, betrayal, agony, and an overwhelming desire to love and be loved. At that moment, Mika had chosen to love her. She had never regretted it. 
 
    “I am sorry I am late.” Richie climbed onboard the boat. “Emily was being...just Emily.” 
 
    “No problem.” The priest smiled. “I just finished checking all the sails. I believe we’re ready to make the yacht available for your mother’s inspection.” 
 
    “Tomorrow is Mother’s Day.” Richie beamed. “This will be the best present ever.” 
 
    Mika removed the ropes, mooring the boat, pitched them to Richie, and then jumped onboard. 
 
    “You ready to take her for a test run?” Mika grinned as the boy climbed to the helm. 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” Richie saluted as Mika started the engine. 
 
    The priest skillfully maneuvered the sailboat out of the bay and into open waters, using only the inboard motor. 
 
    Richie laughed aloud as the wind blew through his hair and water sprayed up from the wake of the yacht. “When can we unfurl the sails?” he asked. 
 
    “As soon as we are clear of all the other boats,” Mika answered. “I don’t want to call attention to us. Someone might tell your mother.” 
 
    Richie nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Want to steer?” The priest motioned to the boat’s wheel. 
 
    Once they had reached the open water with no one close to them, Mika turned the steering over to Richie and began unfurling the sails.  As the wind caught the sails, the ship seemed to lift from the water and skim along the surface. 
 
    Richie gasped as he realized how fast they were moving. Everything on the expensive boat was automatic. Mika trimmed the sails to take advantage of the sea breeze then turned to enjoy the look of pure joy on Richie’s face.  
 
    Mika took a photo of Richie standing at the helm, the sails in the background. The boy’s happiness was evident in his wide smile. 
 
    “Consider this your first sailing lesson.” Mika smiled at the boy who was soon to be her son. 
 
    The look of admiration from the boy humbled the priest. 
 
      
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    On Mother’s Day, Richie and Mika were up before the sun. They met at the rectory, where Richie helped the priest load boxes into the car. They took their bounty to the sailboat and carried it below deck. 
 
    “Mom will be surprised.” Richie danced around the galley, helping the priest pre-stage their planned Mother’s Day lunch. “She’ll be happy. She has always had to cook her own Mother’s Day lunch, or we ate at the diner. 
 
    “The first year Emily was here, I spent Mother’s Day with her.” Richie hung his head as he recalled how heartbroken his mother had been when he had chosen to spend her special day with Emily. “I plan to spend the rest of my life making that up to her.” 
 
    Leah had told Mika about the incident, and how much it had hurt her. Mika also knew she had already forgiven the boy and loved him dearly. 
 
    “Is Emily okay with you spending Mother’s Day with us?” Mika frowned. 
 
    “Not really,” Richie shrugged, “but last year she took me to Brighton for lunch with her girlfriend. They both got drunk. That wasn’t very special for either of us. I couldn’t wait to get back home to Mom and you. I told her I wanted to spend Mother’s Day with my Mom from now on.” 
 
    Mika put the main entrée they had prepared the night before into the oven and set the timer. “We’d better get you back home, before she awakens.” Mika locked the galley door. They jumped to the dock and sprinted to the car.  
 
    It feels good to run with Mika. Richie grinned to himself. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah watched from her balcony as the priest and her son arrived in front of her home. They sat in the car talking for a long time, then Richie got out and ran into the house. 
 
    She listened as her son softly crept up the stairs and closed the door to his room. She waited a few minutes and stepped into the shower. 
 
    When she arrived downstairs, her breakfast and a beautiful bouquet of red roses were waiting on the breakfast table. 
 
    “Happy Mother’s Day.” Richie hugged her in a long, lingering hug. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” she exclaimed joyously, “for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” His laughter filled the mansion. “You are my mother.” 
 
    “There are three place settings,” she noted. Her heart sank as she thought she might be sharing Mother’s Day with Emily. 
 
    Almost as if on cue, the front doorbell rang, and her heart stopped. Richie ran to the door and returned quickly with Mika in tow. 
 
    “Happy Mother’s Day.” The priest bent to kiss her lips. “Your son graciously invited me to join you for breakfast.” 
 
    Her joy was evident as they dined. “But I thought the two of you were taking me to lunch today.”  
 
    “We’re going to do that, too.” Richie grinned. “The entire day is dedicated to you: the most wonderful mother in the world.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Once she had attended the Christmas Eve Mass, Leah had become a devoted attendee at all of Mika’s church functions. As always, she sat on the front row and admired Richie and Mika. Richie sang a solo with the choir and Mika delivered a moving sermon about how God had blessed everyone with a mother. 
 
    She briefly thought of her mother. Jezebel had been everything a mother shouldn’t be: cruel, selfish, manipulating, and cold. 
 
    “Let us pray.” The priest’s words pulled her from her dark thoughts and brought her back to her world filled with Mika, her son, and happiness. 
 
    The three of them stood at the church doors, thanked the parishioners for coming, and wished them a Happy Mother’s Day. 
 
    “Will we see you at the diner?” Delilah asked as she and Samson stopped to shake hands. 
 
    “No,” Richie said quickly. “Mika and I are taking my mother to lunch somewhere else.” 
 
    Delilah raised her eyebrows. “What about Emily?” she huffed. 
 
    “She can get drunk without me,” Richie mumbled, bowing his head. 
 
    “I know you will have a wonderful Mother’s Day.” The priest smiled as she touched Samson and Delilah’s new baby. “God bless you all.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika pulled into the mansion’s drive. Before she could get out of the car, Richie and his beautiful mother were almost to the car. Leah wore jeans, a casual pullover, and sneakers. 
 
    She slid into the passenger seat, and Richie closed the door for her before climbing into the back seat. Mika leaned over and kissed her soundly, as if marking her territory. Both of their eyes glistened when they broke the kiss. 
 
    “Ew,” Richie huffed. “You aren’t going to do that all day, are you?” 
 
    “We might,” the priest laughed. She caught Leah’s hand and pulled it to rest on her thigh. 
 
    “Do we have a new restaurant?” Leah inquired as they parked at the docks. 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” Richie reminded her as he opened the car door for her. He was almost beside himself with happiness. 
 
    Mika joined them as Leah stood, looking around. She noticed an impressive sailboat moored at the dock. “Someone has good taste in boats,” she commented. 
 
    Richie caught her hand, and Mika took the other. Together, they led her toward the boat. Richie jumped onto the deck and turned to give her a hand.  
 
    “Mika, I-I…” she stammered. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s ours,” Richie squealed. He jumped up and down as he extended his hand to his mother. “It’s practically ours. It belongs to Mika.” 
 
    “I told you I sailed into your little town.” Mika smiled as she offered Leah her hand. 
 
    Leah allowed them to help her aboard the boat. It was gorgeous. “It’s splendid.” Her eyes danced as a broad smile lit her beautiful face.  
 
    Richie ran ahead to open the galley. 
 
    “I thought we might honeymoon on it,” the priest said shyly. “If that is agreeable to you.” 
 
    A look of profound joy filled Leah’s face. “It’s perfect,” she said, her voice low and husky. “No one will hear you begging.” 
 
    The priest fought to suppress the desire that was stirring in her lower abdomen. She overcame the urge to dive into the cool ocean water to extinguish the fire burning in her body. 
 
    “What is that wonderful smell?” Leah sashayed away from her. 
 
    How can anyone make a pair of jeans look so sexy? the priest thought as she tamped down the impulse to run after her. Mika stood on the deck, letting the cool wind blow through her hair, pushing the unholy thoughts of Leah from her mind. 
 
    “And look at this, Mom,” Richie was giving his mother the grand tour of the boat. “Isn’t it ginormous?” 
 
    “Is that even a word?” She laughed as she followed her son through the galley. 
 
    “Wait until you see the bathroom,” her son called over his shoulder, “and the bedroom. They’re huge.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “This is perfect.” Her eyes glistened as Leah searched Mika’s face for her reaction. She shivered as she thought about a month on the boat with her new wife. 
 
    Mika smiled her shy little-girl smile.  
 
    Leah wanted to kiss her dimples, her eyes, and her lips. She exhaled softly, regaining control of her rampant desires. 
 
    “You take us out to sea, Mika,” Richie gave commands. “I will begin to get lunch ready.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” Mika gave him a salute like the one the boy had used the day before. 
 
    “Go with Mika,” Richie continued, in captain mode. “You’ll love the sights and sounds of the harbor. The best is when you are out on the open sea.” 
 
    Mika started the boat engine and glided the boat out of the harbor. Leah slid her arms around Mika’s waist, pressing her breasts into her muscular back. “Oh, God,” she whispered. 
 
    The priest tried to swallow but found no moisture in her mouth. She stood very still, not wanting to move against her. Leah, on the other hand, was gently moving her body against Mika’s back. 
 
    “Richie,” Mika gasped, reminding her the boy was on board.  Her sound was more of a croak than a word. She hoped she would survive this outing with her dignity intact. 
 
    Mika opened the engine to full throttle. Once they were out of the shipping lanes, they dropped anchor and went below deck to help Richie.  
 
    “Great, Mika,” Richie smiled, “you’re just in time to take lunch from the oven. Mom, you sit here.” 
 
    Richie had set the table, complete with a red tablecloth and white napkins. Wine was already in their glasses and water in his.  
 
    Leah was pleased to see they had prepared vegetables for lunch: broccoli, carrots, and new potatoes. Mika lifted the pan from the oven and placed it on the galley cabinet. In a few minutes, she placed the platter of baked chicken with dressing on the table. 
 
    The aroma of the food was mouthwatering. Leah couldn’t recall when she had seen such a delicious meal placed in front of her. 
 
    They held each other’s hands and the priest said the blessing. 
 
    As they ate, they laughed and talked about how surprised Leah had been. “Honestly,” Mika smiled, “you have never had any idea we had a boat?” 
 
    “Honestly,” she laughed. “I thought you and Richie were working at the church on the Saturdays when you disappeared. It never crossed my mind something as wonderful as this was happening. Look how that burled wood shines.” She looked at her reflection in the wood’s beautiful design. 
 
    “We have an ulterior motive for taking you out on the boat,” Mika said shyly. 
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    “We would like you to redecorate the boat,” Richie blurted out. 
 
    Leah raised her eyebrows at Mika. “It needs your touch,” Mika nodded. “You’re welcome to use magic.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said, “what you have done with it is wonderful. Although a little color would help, and maybe a different upholstery on the sofas and chairs. In the bedroom…” 
 
    As they watched, Leah changed everything on the inside of the boat. A lighter color wood on the cabinets, a splash of red on a throw pillow. When she finished, the boat looked like a decorator’s dream.  
 
    “This is simply mind boggling,” Mika whispered in deep appreciation of the beauty the woman had moved from her mind into the real world. “You’re incredible.” She looked around. Leah had even cleaned up the dining table and kitchen. 
 
    “I told you she would make it beautiful.” Richie laughed. “Let’s go swimming in the ocean.” He ran up on deck. 
 
    Being married to a witch will definitely have its advantages, Mika thought. 
 
    “Three more weeks,” Mika whispered as she kissed her soft lips. “If I can just live three more weeks.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 16 - The Wedding
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kathryn and Ruth had almost become permanent fixtures at the mansion, laughing and planning the wedding. Dresses, flowers, food, color schemes, invitations, decorations, minute endless details to consider making Leah and Mika’s big day perfect. 
 
    Richie and Mika always seemed to have things to do, so they never got in the way of the ladies’ planning sessions. 
 
    Mika oversaw all arrangements involving the clergy, and Richie was tasked with providing ideas for entertainment for the youngsters after the wedding. 
 
    ## 
 
    Naomi had insisted on hosting the rehearsal dinner. It ended up being more like a party for the entire town. Naomi and Ruth had invited everyone. “It’s not every day our mayor and priest get married!” Naomi exclaimed as people filled the diner.  
 
    Naomi and Ruth had decorated everything in ivory and burgundy, the wedding colors. A long table was laid out for the wedding-party members. Since Samson was the best man, Leah agreed to let Delilah sit at the table.  
 
    Leah fleetingly recalled the times Emily had invited her to the diner for a celebration only to ignore her presence. She remembered her discomfort and embarrassment as everyone made it obvious she was not welcome. Mika made certain everyone knew how much she loved her. Leah was the center of everything. Everyone was vying for her attention. 
 
    Speeches were made, praising the mayor and the priest. Enough toasts were made to get everyone intoxicated, and the wine flowed freely. As the celebration began to die down, Samson led the priest to her room in the rectory as Ruth led Leah in the opposite direction. “It’s my job to make certain you don’t see Leah until Richie walks her down the aisle to you tomorrow.” Samson laughed as he closed the door to the priest’s bedroom and took a stand outside her door. 
 
    Mika stuck her head out and promised Samson she would stay in her room. “There is a guest room at the head of the stairs,” she told her best man. “Why don’t you sleep there? You will be glad you did in the morning. 
 
    “I am having trouble going to sleep right now. Would you like to join me for a cup of hot chocolate?” 
 
    Samson nodded and followed the priest downstairs. 
 
    “What made you fall for Leah?” Samson asked Mika as the priest placed the cup of cocoa in front of him.  
 
    “Seriously,” Mika grinned, “have you looked at her? She’s perfect.” 
 
    “You don’t seem like one who falls in love with just a pretty face.” Samson sipped his cocoa. “You have known many beautiful women—Amber Stone, for instance. My daughter, Emily, is very beautiful, but you didn’t give her a second look.” 
 
    “Leah’s soul is beautiful,” Mika said softly. “Did you know her before she married the king?” 
 
    “Yes.” Samson looked away, embarrassed that he had done nothing to stop the travesty perpetrated on the beautiful young woman by her mother and the king.  
 
    “What was she like?” Mika asked. 
 
    “She was very much like she is now since you came to town.” Samson wrinkled his brow in thought. “She was loving and good. She was innocent. I’m certain she didn’t know what was happening until after their wedding night.” 
 
    A muffled sound akin to a growl came from the priest’s throat. 
 
    “She tried so hard to please everyone,” Samson continued, as if lost in the past. “She was gracious and caring. She was kind to Delilah, a good stepmother. I remember watching time after time when the king would ignore Leah in favor of Delilah.  
 
    “Everyone was taken with Delilah; they ignored Leah. She withdrew and became colder. She had no one. I should have helped her.” 
 
    “Fortunately, that is all in the past now.” Mika smiled. “I promise you she will always know she is the center of my world.” 
 
    “If I am to get you to the church on time, we’d better get some sleep. I have a feeling you are going to need all the rest you can get before the honeymoon.” 
 
    Mika’s sleep was a restless one, filled with visions of a young Leah being handed off to an old king. Legion kept floating in and out of every scenario. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika stood in front of Gloria. The wedding march started, and all eyes turned to the back of the church. 
 
    Leah wore a strapless, off-white wedding gown that hugged her perfect figure then flared out just above her knees, with a long train trailing behind. She was gorgeous. Mika was glad she had opted not to wear a veil. She wanted to watch her lovely face as Leah walked toward her.  
 
    The music stopped, and Gloria cleared her throat. “Who gives this woman in marriage?” she began the ceremony. 
 
    “I do.” Richie beamed as he placed his mother’s hand in Mika’s hand. 
 
    Priest Gloria Thomas began to speak. “We are gathered here to witness the joining of this woman and this woman in marriage.” 
 
    Mika went deaf. As she looked at the only woman she had ever loved, she was aware of only her. 
 
    Leah squeezed Mika’s hand, and she said, “I do.” 
 
    Gloria continued, “Leah Anthal, will you have this woman to be your wife, to live together in the sacred estate of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her in sickness and in health, in sorrow and in joy, and be faithful to her, as long as you both shall live?” 
 
    “I will,” Leah said clearly. She turned to Mika, looked into her eyes, and added, "Whither thou go, I will go, and where thou lodge, I will lodge. Thy people shall be my people and thy God my God.” She slipped an ancient wedding band on Mika’s finger. It was like hers, but without the diamonds. 
 
    Mika realized she was repeating the words Ruth had spoken to Naomi, letting her know she was not only making a commitment to her, but to her God, also. 
 
    Gloria finally said, “I pronounce you wife and wife. You may kiss the bride.” 
 
    Mika leaned down to kiss the soft, full lips of her wife. Finally, Leah was hers, and she was Leah’s “until death do us part.” 
 
    ## 
 
    After the wedding photographer had completed the various scenarios Leah had requested, Mika pulled Leah into her office. Locking the door, she held Leah tightly against her and kissed her as if her sanity depended on it. In a way it did. Adrenaline pumped through Mika in waves, flooding her with pent-up energy. 
 
    “I just want to jump up and fist-pump the air.” She laughed, showing Leah what she meant. “I want to run up and down the streets of this town, screaming, ‘Leah Anthal is my wife. I love her and she loves me.’ I get to spend the rest of my life with the most beautiful, wonderful woman in any universe.” Mika was jumping around as if she couldn’t contain her feelings. 
 
    Leah took her hands, trying to calm her. Mika was almost hyperventilating.  
 
    “I just want to grab you and leave,” Mika cried. “I feel like I could leap tall buildings in a single bound.” She grinned at her reference to Richie’s comic book character.  
 
    Leah smiled. “You’re not leaping anything but me,” she teased. “But right now, you have to calm down. We have a reception to share with our friends. You have church dignitaries here, and we have friends and family who want to wish us well.” Mika was worse than Richie on a sugar high. 
 
    Leah could feel the pure brio coursing through Mika. The priest’s body was tingling with anticipation. Leah wondered how Mika had been able to control her emotions for so long. It was going to be a hell of a night, and she couldn’t wait, but for right now, they needed to be the prim and proper Priest Mika Cross and her wife, Leah. 
 
    Leah kissed Mika again, long and slow, transferring some of Mika’s anxiety to herself. Mika calmed under her kiss and moaned as she crushed Leah against her. “I want you so badly,” she whispered.  
 
    Being married to Leah had set Mika free. In a few short hours, she could open the floodgates of her emotions and let them wash over her and her wife. Her wife! 
 
    Mika took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She smiled and took Leah’s hand. “Stay close to me, please,” she whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 - The Honeymoon
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They slipped away from the reception as quickly as possible without seeming rude. 
 
    Mika unlocked the door of the mansion and swept Leah up in her arms. She carried her over the threshold, kicking the door closed with her heel.  Leah flicked her wrist, locking the door behind them. 
 
    Mika kissed her slowly, softly, all the while going up the stairs to their bedroom. She gently laid her on their bed and stood back to look at her. Leah was so breathtakingly beautiful, it hurt Mika’s heart. 
 
    “My wife,” she breathed the words as if she couldn’t believe them. “My wife.” Mika’s smile lit up their room as she knelt on the floor beside their bed. She leaned down and kissed Leah again, marveling at the wondrous feeling of her lips moving smoothly against her own.  
 
    Leah ran her tongue along Mika’s full lower lip then gently pressed for entrance into her mouth. Mika allowed her everything she requested. 
 
    Placing her hands against Mika’s chest, Leah gently pushed her away. “Help me get out of this dress.” She smiled shyly. Mika took her hand and pulled her to her feet. Her eyes never left Leah’s gorgeous face. 
 
    Leah turned her back to Mika, and Mika kissed the nape of her neck as she slowly pulled down the zipper of her dress. She kissed each shoulder and between her shoulder blades. Mika slid the dress off Leah’s shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Leah turned to face her. She wrapped her arms around Mika’s neck, pressing the full length of her body against her. 
 
    Kissing Mika passionately, Leah slid off her dress. They both gasped as their breasts pressed against each other. 
 
    Mika slowly slid her hands down Leah’s body. Kneeling before her, Mika slid down Leah’s pantyhose, trailing kisses down her legs as the silk peeled away from them. She stepped out of the pantyhose, and Mika slid her hands slowly back up Leah’s perfect body.  
 
    For the first time, Mika realized nothing would stop them from making love. She had waited an eternity for this moment. She was nervous and awkward. 
 
    Leah unzipped Mika’s dress and pushed it downward. She ran her soft hands over Mika’s flat abdomen and up to her breasts, breathing faster as she thrilled to the touch of her. She had been madly in love with this woman for two long, happy—but agonizing—years. Maybe she was going to have a chance at real, prolonged happiness, after all. 
 
    Leah ached for Mika. She had wanted her for so long. All the passion, the suppressed desire for the blonde flooded over her in a surge of lust. She lay on the bed, pulling Mika down on top of her.  
 
     Mika rose above her, surveying Leah’s lovely face, her beautiful neck. Mika’s eyes rested briefly on Leah’s perfect breasts. She was even more beautiful than Mika had imagined. 
 
    Leah began pushing down her panties when she caught her hands, stopping her. Mika was on her knees between her legs, poised above her. “I have to tell you something,” she whispered, dismay spread over her beautiful face. 
 
    Her heart leaped into her throat. Here it comes, she thought. Afraid of the answer, she rasped, “What?” 
 
    “I… I, um… I’ve never been with a woman.” Mika watched Leah’s eyes as she made the admission. “You’ll have to teach me what you like, what you want me to do. I have no experience.” 
 
    Leah’s joy was uncontrollable. She rolled Mika over and straddled her, kissing her as if she had never felt her lips before. “I am going to make love to you, Priest. I am going to tear down and rebuild your world brick by brick.” Her voice was low and sultry. “You just do whatever feels good to you.” She kept her promise.  
 
    Leah touched Mika in ways she had never imagined. She whispered things in her ear that made her blood boil. She took Mika’s breath away, kissing her lips as she moaned in ecstasy. When she finally allowed both of them the release they so desperately needed, their chorus of screams ripped the night repeatedly.  
 
    The sun was smiling to meet another day as they fell asleep in each other’s arms. “By the way,” Mika kissed her softly, “you, too, scream like a teenage girl on a roller coaster.” She pulled Leah closer and murmured, “I love you so much, my wife.” 
 
    The sun was slipping from the heavens when Leah awoke. Mika was lying on her back. Leah was halfway on top of her, her head cradled on Mika’s shoulder, her arm across her abdomen and her leg thrown over Mika’s. What a night, she thought. Mika was by no means her first sexual partner, but she was certainly her most wonderful lover and wife. Wife! Mrs. Mika Cross! Mika and Leah Cross. She went over her new title in her mind, loving the sound of it. She loved Mika so much more than she had ever imagined loving anyone. 
 
    Tentative at first, Mika had quickly transitioned from a shy lover to an eager one, aggressively seeking ways to please her wife. Oh, how Mika pleased her. She left Leah breathless, panting, moaning, and wanting to make love with her forever. She had been afraid that her demands would be too much for Mika, but Mika was tireless. Leah knew that if she touched Mika right now, she would wake and do whatever Leah wanted. 
 
    Mika was a gentle, caring lover. Always watching Leah’s eyes to make certain she pleased her. Mika had awakened something in Leah; something so deep, so all-consuming, that she had felt she would surely die. There were no flashbacks to her husband or other lovers. Her world, her mind, and her bed were filled with only Mika Cross. Mika had been a virgin. Hers to teach; to train to do the things Leah found most erotic. Mika was an exciting lover. Her strength made anything Leah desired possible. So much for the missionary position. 
 
    Mika stirred beneath her, shifting slightly on the bed and pulling Leah on top of her. “Good morning, wife.” She grinned. “May I just go on record as saying that you are amazing? Just amazing.” 
 
    “Um, the pleasure was all mine,” Leah purred.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” Mika moved her slightly, positioning Leah where she wanted her. Mika stroked her hair, running soft hands down her back to her hips. “Is it still dark outside?” 
 
    “Dark, yes,” she whispered as she began a kiss that she knew would result in more lovemaking, “but a different day.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Mika’s eyes opened wide then closed as Leah pulled at her lower lip. 
 
    When Leah finished with Mika, it always took the priest several minutes to breathe. Gasping for breath, she tried to steady her heartbeat. Mika was sure the offending muscle would leap from her chest any second. She was pleased to see Leah had the same difficulty breathing. 
 
    Leah snuggled into her and fell asleep, mumbling how much she loved her. Mika made a mental note to revisit her sex talk with Richie. She realized she’d had little knowledge of the subject herself when she had talked to the boy. 
 
    Making certain Leah was sleeping soundly, Mika slipped from their bed, retrieved a pair of jeans, underwear, and a soft Henley from their closet.  Using Richie’s shower so she wouldn’t wake Leah, she let the hot water run over her as scenarios of Leah in her arms splashed wondrous visions over her mind. 
 
    Mika checked to see if Leah was still resting, and her soft slumber told her she was. She went downstairs and into the space Leah had allotted her as an office and study. The suite was large and lavishly furnished. Mika ran her hand over the beautiful antique desk Leah had placed in the office. Like Leah, everything in the room was exquisite. Mika began unpacking the boxes of personal information and items she had brought from her office at the rectory. She smiled to see that Leah had already plugged in her laptop and placed it on the center of her desk. Mika opened the only password-protected file on her computer and perused her checking and savings accounts. She worried about how she was going to tell Leah about her financial condition. She had marveled at how little Leah knew about her; how she had unconditionally accepted the image Mika had portrayed.  Mika hoped their marriage would withstand the information she knew she must share with Leah eventually, but for right now, they were on their honeymoon. 
 
    Mika looked at the calendar and clock in the lower-right corner of her laptop. It was almost noon of the third day of their marriage. Three days! She was astounded. Time truly does fly when you’re having fun. She smiled at the age-old axiom. 
 
    “Hey.” Leah grinned, leaning against the doorjamb. “Would you like some breakfast?”  
 
    Mika’s heart leaped at the sight of her. Leah had showered and was wearing one of Mika’s Henleys. God, she is awesome. Mika nonchalantly pushed down the screen of her laptop and rolled back her chair. “I would love that.” She nodded, moving toward her. “I am starving.” 
 
    “Three days without sustenance will do that to you.” Leah laughed as Mika pulled her into her arms, drinking in the fresh, glorious scent of her. 
 
    “Oh, I believe I have had plenty of sustenance,” she murmured against Leah’s lips. “But now I need food.” 
 
    “Then don’t kiss me like that,” Leah said playfully, gently pushing her away. 
 
    As Mika had done so many times over the past two years, she sat on a stool in the mayor’s kitchen, sipping coffee and watching her wife. Her wife—she loved the sound of it. 
 
    Mika scrutinized her wedding ring. She knew it came from the same time as the one she had given Leah. “How did you find this?” 
 
    “Amber gave it to me. She said it was meant for you. It matches mine.” Leah frowned slightly. “I hope that someday she finds someone to love her as I love you.”  
 
    “I’m certain she will.” Mika nodded. “She deserves someone like you to love her.” 
 
    Her wife was phenomenal. “Everything about you is perfect,” Mika mused. “I thank my God several times a day for you.”  
 
    Leah blushed as she always did under Mika’s scrutiny and praise. “Careful, Priest, you know where flattery will get you.” 
 
    “Just where I want to be,” she said as she smiled, “but first, pancakes, please.” 
 
    Leaning against Mika, Leah placed her plate of pancakes in front of her and reached across her to get the syrup, letting her ample breast drag lightly across her. Mika ran her hand up Leah’s perfectly shaped leg. Her eyes opened wide as she realized the Henley was all Leah had on. She moaned, “Forget the pancakes.” 
 
    “No! No!” Leah backed away from her. “Eat first.” 
 
    “You’re a terrible tease,” Mika cried. “Are you going to do this to me for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “You can count on it.” Leah smiled her best evil smile. 
 
    ## 
 
    As soon as they finished breakfast, Mika reached for Leah again. Picking Leah up, so she had her legs locked around Mika’s waist, she made quick work of the stairs. Mika stopped in the doorway as she realized Leah had put fresh linens on the bed and straightened up their room. “Nice,” she whispered in Leah’s ear, “the room and my wife.” 
 
    Mika sat on the bed, still holding Leah on her lap. “I have something to ask you.” She bowed her head slightly. “Our lovemaking is extraordinary, but do I please you?” 
 
    “Oh, incredibly so,” Leah sighed. “Why would you ask that question?” 
 
    “It always feels like you are holding something back,” Mika said softly. “Like you can’t let go and give yourself to me completely.” 
 
    “Yes,” Leah spoke hesitantly, “it is my magic. No one has ever awakened it in this sense before. It is an integral part of me, and I have to fight constantly to hold it back when I’m in your arms.” 
 
    Mika looked at her unflinching. “Then let it go. I want all of you.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Leah cried. “I could easily kill you. You have no idea how strong my magic is.” 
 
    “You won’t.” Mika smiled. “I promise I won’t let you kill me. Just give in to whatever you feel. Do whatever you want to do to me.” 
 
    “I am not sure I can,” Leah whispered. “With you, I have fought it for so long.” 
 
    Mika kissed her lips. That long, slow way she had of drawing Leah’s very soul into her. Fire shot through them both. Not a slow-moving burn, but a blast, like one of her fireballs. It consumed them both. Mika fell back on the bed, pulling Leah on top of her, still kissing her. Mika whispered her name repeatedly as she moved her hands slowly all over Leah’s body. Mika gently moved her so Leah was beneath her, then began kissing her way down the brunette’s body, admiring every inch of her.  
 
    Mika’s tongue found her breast. Leah moaned as Mika slowly ran her tongue around the nipple and gently caressed the other breast with her hand. “Please,” she begged. “Please, Mika.” 
 
    Mika ignored her pleas and continued to caress her and touch her. Leah felt her magic move to her fingers. She trailed them down Mika’s back, sending a slight tingle through both of them. Mika rolled over, putting her on top. She didn’t know what was going to happen, but she knew she didn’t want her full weight on Leah.  
 
    Leah kissed her long and hard, bruising their lips, then trailed her kisses down Mika’s neck to the hollow where her neck met her chest and began to suck. Leah’s magic enveloped them both, merging them into one another. Mika could feel Leah’s heart beating as if it were in her own body. The blood pumping through their veins mingled and ran freely as one. Leah’s lungs were breathing Mika’s air. The air around them crackled and hissed as Leah’s magic consumed them, melding them together. 
 
    Leah began kissing Mika again, almost violently, her tongue searching for Mika’s and holding it. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and bit it. The taste of blood filled both their mouths as she kissed Mika mercilessly. 
 
    Unable to control herself, Mika flipped Leah over, holding herself off her. She looked into Leah’s eyes and saw pure lust. The blood from her lip dripped onto Leah’s lips. Mika’s tongue moved slowly over Leah’s lower lip, tasting her own blood. Leah captured Mika’s mouth with hers, kissing, sucking, seeking, pulling her into her. Mika lowered her weight onto Leah, surrendering to her, and Leah gave all of herself back.  
 
    “Leah,” she pleaded, “please, please don’t hold back. I can take it.”  
 
    Leah unleashed all her feelings. Her desire for Mika consumed her as her magic entwined her body with Mika’s.  
 
    It was the most incredible feeling either of them had ever experienced. As her magic engulfed them, they could feel everything. Mika could feel what Leah was feeling and thinking. Leah could feel what Mika felt as she made love to her. Mika’s thoughts filled her head and thrilled her almost as much as her physical actions. Mika’s exhilaration at what Leah was doing to her fueled her own ecstasy. They didn’t lose consciousness, but rather seemed to float endlessly in time and space, immersed in one another, loving one another, fulfilling each other’s desires and fantasies, the magic uniting them. They moaned each other’s name continuously. 
 
    Mika didn’t know how long they remained suspended in that state, but when Leah gently pushed her away, she gasped like a woman coming up for air after being underwater for hours. Mika’s lungs burned, her blood boiled, and she couldn’t catch her breath. “Leah,” she gasped. “Help me?” 
 
    Leah placed her mouth over Mika’s and breathed air into her lungs. Then she fell back on the bed, trying to fathom what had just happened to them. 
 
    For the first time in her life, Leah was satiated. Her magic was now lying dormant, no longer asking to interact with the priest. It, too, was satisfied with her. Its desire to be a part of all Leah was to this woman was fulfilled. Leah realized that magic was not something she controlled, but rather, she was magic. Magic was her basic nature, the very essence of her. Magic came as natural to her as breathing. 
 
    Leah’s eyes opened wide as she realized her wife hadn’t moved. She quickly sat up to look at her. “Mika, darling, are you alright?” 
 
    A soft smile curved Mika’s lip. The small gash in her lower lip still oozed blood. Leah touched it softly and healed it. Mika’s mesmerizing eyes held hers, looking into the depths of her soul. “I love you,” Mika whispered. 
 
    They lay in silence for a long time. Leah knew Mika was alive by her breathing, but she still hadn’t moved. She patiently waited for her to say something. She wondered if Mika was terrified. She had every right to be. She had just used her mercilessly to satisfy her every desire. She had done things to Mika she had only fantasized about in her deepest, darkest lust. Thank God she’s still alive, Leah thought. I would have killed a lesser woman. 
 
    Mika finally sat up and leaned back against the headboard. “That was… It was… I got nothing!” She shrugged. “No words can describe how exhilarating and intoxicating that was. Oh my God, Leah, I had no idea making love with you would be so… so… electrifying. Every other feeling and emotion in my life pales in comparison to how much I love you and how you make me feel.” 
 
    Mika looked at Leah and shook her head in disbelief. Leah was completely calm. The nervous energy she had always felt in Leah was gone. The tension and anxiety that always danced just beneath the surface of her were laid to rest. Mika had satisfied her. Mika knew Leah was hers and hers alone. That is good, because I definitely belong to her, Mika thought. 
 
    Like an addict that had just gotten the world’s biggest fix, Mika just wanted to hold Leah and never move from her bed. She wanted to sleep and feel her next to her. Mika slid down into the bed and a deep sleep. 
 
    When Leah knew Mika was sleeping soundly, she slipped from their bed. Pulling on Mika’s shirt, she moved silently from their room and went downstairs. I could use a glass of brandy. She chuckled to herself as she thought, If I were a smoker, I would certainly smoke a pack of cigarettes right now. 
 
    The house was dark. She didn’t turn on any lights, afraid she would wake Mika. She poured a glass of the amber liquid and turned to go to her study. She noticed a pale light in Mika’s office, emanating from her desk. Mika had forgotten to turn off her laptop. Sipping her brandy, she walked slowly to the desk. She sat down on Mika’s chair and opened her laptop. Leah was in no way prepared for what she saw. 
 
    Current bank statements from hundreds of different banks located in countries all over the world were displayed on the screen. All for the Cross Family Trust, with Mika and Leah Cross as trustees. All with balances of more than five billion dollars each. 
 
    Her hand went to her throat as she gasped. How did a priest accumulate that much money? Once again, she realized how little she knew about the woman who was now her wife. 
 
    There were other files in the folder titled financials. One labeled real estate provided photos and deeds to properties all over the world. A home in the Greek Isles, one in Italy, a villa in Barcelona, an incredible home in the Hamptons, a three-thousand-acre ranch in Texas, and an entire apartment building in Manhattan. They owned an actual island in the Caribbean. The list seemed endless. All the deeds were in the name of the Cross Family Trust, with Mika and Leah Cross as administrators. She looked at the photos. They were breathtaking locations. Private and secluded, some were on white sandy beaches and others on mountaintops with glorious views. The New York property appeared to have a magnificent penthouse reserved for Mika. She was pleased to see that Mika was the only one in the photos, no women or children. 
 
    Clicking open another file that said investments, she gasped at the amount of stock Mika held in blue-chip companies all over the world. The Cross Family Trust was astronomical. A quick addition of numbers in her head told her that the trust was wealthier than any country. 
 
    “Who the hell is Mika Cross?” Leah said out loud. 
 
    “Your wife, Leah,” a low, almost dangerous voice growled from the doorway. “What are you doing with my computer?” 
 
    “Mika!” Leah jumped at her sudden appearance. “I… I…was in the kitchen when I noticed your computer was left on. I was going to turn it off.” 
 
    “But you decided to examine the contents instead.” Mika glared at her as she slowly approached her. Mika’s face was menacing in the pale blue light cast by the laptop. 
 
    “All this time I have been pouring out my heart and soul to you,” Leah snapped, “and you didn’t share any of this…anything,” she faltered. 
 
    Mika was standing over her now, looking down at her. “Does it matter?” Her voice was so low, it was almost a whisper. 
 
    Leah studied Mika for a long time, recalling how she had unconditionally accepted everything Leah had shared with her about her past. How she had never judged or pitied her, only loved her. Most importantly, she realized with a start, how Mika made her feel in bed.  
 
    “No!” she answered honestly. She knew that nothing could ever stop her from loving her wife. 
 
    Mika slid to her knees, wrapping her arms around her, burying her face between Leah’s breasts. “I love you so much,” she cried. “I couldn’t live without you.” 
 
    “I love you, Mika Cross, whoever you are. I shall always love you.” She repeated words Mika had told her after she had shared her horrific past with her. “Nothing matters to me but you. I don’t care about your past.” 
 
    “But you would like an explanation.” Mika smiled hesitantly. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” Leah nodded, trying to be as patient with Mika as she had been with her. 
 
    “I can’t right now,” Mika said softly, “but by the time our honeymoon is over, you will have answers to all your questions. Just trust me for now and know that I am and will always be a woman of God.” 
 
    “I do.” Leah smiled. “I love you.” She caught Mika’s face between her hands and kissed her lovingly. 
 
    The blare of the ringtone, heralding a call from Richie, sounded somewhere in her study. “We should answer that.” She grinned. “We haven’t left this house in four days. People will think I’ve killed you.” 
 
    “Hello, Richie.” Leah smiled the smile that was reserved for her son and her wife. “No, we are just fine. I’m sure Emily was concerned. Yes, we are running a day behind schedule. We… ah… we just had some things to work out. Yes. Do you want to talk with her?” 
 
    Still smiling, she held the phone toward the priest. “Hey, Son,” Mika grinned.  
 
    “Mika,” Richie said excitedly, “so that you know, Emily made me put you on the speakerphone. I miss you guys so much.” 
 
    “We miss you too, Son. Why don’t we meet you at the diner at nine in the morning? We can have breakfast and spend some time with you before we set sail. Okay. I’m going to give you back to your mom. Oh, and sheriff, she actually screams like a real woman.” Mika dropped her voice into a sensuous growl when she said real woman. 
 
    Mika chuckled as she handed the phone back to her sputtering wife. “I just wanted to tell you I love you, Richie. Me too. Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    Leah fell against Mika, laughing. “Sometimes, I think you have a little bit of the devil in you, Priest Mika Cross.” She brushed her lips lightly with her own. 
 
    Mika looked longingly toward the kitchen. “Would you like me to cook dinner?” she asked. “I have worked up an appetite.” 
 
    “No, darling. Just keep me company while I get it ready.” She moved toward the refrigerator as she talked. “I made lasagna and froze it so we would have something to eat. It won’t take long to get it on the table.” 
 
    After Leah put the meal in the oven, she moved to stand between Mika’s knees. Mika put her arms loosely around her. There was no feeling of anxiety in her body. She was completely relaxed. 
 
    “Are you ready to set sail tomorrow?” Mika asked, kissing her lightly.  
 
    “I… am,” Leah said hesitantly. “I’m looking forward to uninterrupted time with my wonderful, mysterious wife.” 
 
    “Mysterious?” Mika tilted her head as if trying to wrap her mind around being called mysterious. “No one has ever called me mysterious before,” she grinned, “but then no one has ever married me before.” 
 
    “If I know you better than anyone else knows you, I hate to think how little others know about you,” Leah said sarcastically. 
 
    The buzzer went off, signaling their dinner was ready. Saved by the bell, Mika thought. 
 
    They ate in silence and quickly cleared the table. Mika loaded the dishes into the dishwasher while Leah put things into the refrigerator. 
 
    “So, the magic,” Mika raised a perfectly arched brow, “that was indescribable. I hope it is something you can replicate.” 
 
    “I can.” Leah smiled. “Only not over and over. I must rejuvenate. It wasn’t like using magic. It was just that deepest part of me, responding to you.”  
 
    “Sort of like me.” Mika grinned. “I have to rejuvenate sometimes.” 
 
    “Yes.” Leah tilted her head slightly, making Mika’s heart skip a beat. “It is similar. I have never done that before, so it’s all new to me, too.” 
 
    “So, I can’t expect that mind-blowing sex every night?” Mika teased. 
 
    “No, but I will still rock your world every night, Priest,” she said in her most sensuous voice. 
 
    “No doubt in my mind.” Mika grinned. “I am not sure I could take that every night, anyway. I have to admit that the first thing I did when I got up was look in the mirror to make sure I still had eyebrows and my hair wasn’t singed.”  
 
    Leah laughed, that deep, throaty laugh that sent fire shooting throughout Mika’s entire body. 
 
    “Oh, now you’ve done it.” Mika laughed too, grabbing her hand and pulling her upstairs. 
 
    They made love, slower, gentler; exploring each other tenderly, gradually building the flame until they were consumed. 
 
    Afterward, when their breathing had returned to normal, Leah sat up, leaning her back against Mika’s drawn-up knees. Leah had quickly discovered this was her favorite position in which to talk with her wife. She was close enough to lean in for a kiss and far enough back to look directly into her fathomless blue eyes. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we’ll be lucky enough to have just Richie in the morning?” Mika grimaced. “I don’t want to hear Emily’s lewd comments. If it is okay with you, I will call her and tell her we just want to visit with our son.” 
 
    “I would love that.” Leah smiled. “I like the way you always take care of things.” 
 
    “That’s what wives do.” Mika kissed her lightly. “I will call first thing in the morning. It is too late to call tonight.” 
 
    Unfortunately, neither Emily nor her parents were answering their phones the next morning when Mika tried to call.  
 
    “The idiots probably let their batteries run down,” Leah growled. “They do that all the time.” 
 
    They decided to walk to the diner for the exercise and fresh air. It was a beautiful day. Perfect for sailing. 
 
    Richie was at the counter talking to Ruth when they walked in. “Mom, Mika.” The boy grinned from ear to ear, engulfing his mother in a bear hug then hugging the priest. 
 
    They followed Leah to their booth, all three of them laughing and talking at the same time.  
 
    “I was getting worried about you,” Richie exclaimed, “we haven’t seen you for five days!” 
 
    Mika raised her eyebrows at her son. 
 
    Richie blushed deeply. “Oh, yeah,” he said breathlessly, “this is what you were explaining to me when we had ‘the talk’ on the boat. I… I… somehow didn’t relate it to my mom.” 
 
    Leah squirmed, and Mika smiled. “Are we okay, Son?” she asked sincerely. “I love your mother very much.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re okay.” Richie ducked his head slightly and cut his eyes toward his mother. He leaned forward, whispering to the priest, “But could you tell Emily to stop trying to talk to me about you and mom having, ah… uh… you know.” 
 
    “I will do that right now,” Mika said. As if on cue, the sheriff shoved the diner door open and ushered in her family. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the newlyweds,” she barked loud enough for everyone in the diner to hear. “It’s good to see she didn’t kill you, Priest.” 
 
    Leah’s eyes darkened in fury, and Mika saw her hold out her hand, palm up. Before the fireball could form, Mika stood up and walked to the sheriff. “We need to talk,” she growled, grabbing Emily by the arm and dragging her into the back storeroom. 
 
    “I don’t care what you think or feel about Leah and me,” Mika spoke, her voice an exercise in controlled anger. “Richie is a very impressionable young man, and I find it hard to believe you behave the way you do in front of him when it comes to love between two people.” 
 
    “Or between she and I,” Emily hissed. “Or did she even tell you that I was in her bed long before you arrived on the scene?” 
 
    “Her dalliance with you was one of the first things she told me.” Mika spoke in that controlled voice that bordered on reason and violence. 
 
    “Dalliance!” the sheriff bellowed, “I fucking fucked her, and she liked it.” 
 
    The priest called on every ounce of restraint she had to keep from slamming her fist into the woman’s face. “You know what, Emily,” she hissed, “I am the one lucky enough to be doing that now. I seriously don’t like you using such crude language when speaking of my wife. You need to get over her and move on. I’m telling you right now I am all she will ever need.” 
 
    The sheriff huffed, “Because you are that good, Priest!”  
 
    “Yes, she is.” Leah swept into the room, every bit the queen. “No matter what you think of me, Emily, please don’t hurt Richie,” she pleaded. “We’re his mothers. He loves both of us. Don’t pull at him like this.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, you are right,” Emily mumbled. “This just hurts so much, Leah. What we had…” 
 
    “What we had was secretive and shameful for you and very demeaning to me,” the brunette spoke stiltedly, “you need to stop wallowing in self-pity over something that never existed.” 
 
    “Oh, Emily. No!” A small figure moved from the shadows in the corner of the room. “How could you,” Delilah sobbed as she ran from the room. 
 
    “Mom, wait. I can explain. Delilah, please…” The sheriff’s words trailed off as she ran after her mother.” 
 
    “Well, that was disturbing,” Leah rasped. She grabbed her wife’s hand and led her back into the diner. They finished breakfast with their son and headed for the docks. 
 
    “When you return, can we go on a trip in the sailboat?” Richie danced along in front of them, eager for his mother to see what they had named the boat.  
 
    “Of course we can, dear.” His mother smiled at his excitement, then stared spellbound at their boat. “My Athaliah” was painted in large flowing letters on the bow of the boat. 
 
    “Oh, Richie, Mika,” she cried, “you named her after me. I am flattered.” 
 
    “I knew she would like it.” Her son jumped into the air, laughing loudly. 
 
    “The Athaliah part was Richie’s idea,” Mika grinned. “The My was my idea.” She lowered her voice and whispered, “My queen.” 
 
    It took all her self-control to keep her hands off Mika. She didn’t want to embarrass her son. 
 
    Sensing her need, Mika swung Richie in the air, giving the boy a solid hug, then sat him down in front of his mother. “Time for us to shove off. I will start the engine. You unhook the boat and pitch the ropes onboard.” She grinned as her wife embraced their son. 
 
    Leah caught the ropes and secured them. She waved goodbye to her son, then joined her wife at the helm. Mika skillfully maneuvered the ship from the harbor and headed toward the open ocean. 
 
    “I love this.” Leah hugged her arm, pulling it between her breast.  
 
    Immediate desire consumed Mika. “Whoa, cowgirl.” She grinned mischievously for having stolen her line. “We need to get clear of the shipping lanes before I can put this thing on autopilot. If you take over, I will set the GPS coordinates and in about an hour, we can find other things to do with our hands.” 
 
    “I would like that.” Leah tiptoed up to kiss her. 
 
    On the ninth day of their marriage, Leah watched Mika sleep. She was beautiful and extremely energetic. It hurt her to think of Mika growing old. She pleased her so much. She knew Mika would be able to accommodate her for ten or fifteen years, but all too soon age would begin to separate them as she aged, and Leah remained eternally thirty-four. She knew she had to find a way to tell Mika that all the inhabitants cursed to New Judah were immortal. 
 
    # 
 
    On day ten, Mika awoke to the mouth-watering aroma of bacon. Without opening her eyes, she reached for Leah. Leah’s side of the bed was still warm, but she was gone. Mika smiled as she heard her moving around in the galley. Mika ran her tongue along her lips, seeking to moisturize them. She still had the taste of Leah in her mouth. They had been married for ten incredibly wonderful days. She had fallen asleep in Leah’s arms every night and awakened every morning to the thrill of Leah snuggled against her. Mika realized she did not like waking without her in their bed. She quickly moved to the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and slipped on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.  
 
    As Mika opened the bathroom door, Leah entered their bedroom carrying a cup of coffee. “I thought you might like this.”  
 
    Mika kissed her gently, letting Leah explore her mouth with her tongue. “Mmm… minty,” Leah murmured against her lips.  
 
    “I do not like waking in an empty bed,” Mika pouted.  
 
    Leah set the coffee on the dresser. “Let's remedy that right now.” She grinned, pushing her wife backward onto the bed. As she straddled her, Mika knew the coffee was going to get cold.  
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    Later, Leah made fresh coffee, and Mika cooked omelets. They carried their food onto the deck and enjoyed the cool ocean breeze. Mika watched her leaning against the rail, the wind caressing her face with her hair. The sun was sinking behind her, framing her in a fiery glow. “A lira for your thoughts.” Mika grinned.  
 
    “I think it’s time for you to tell me who my wife really is.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mika agreed. “I guess the easiest way is the way you used to let me see who you are. Just close your eyes and watch the show.” 
 
    Leah leaned her head back onto the cushion of the boat’s sofa, enjoying the sun’s rays on her face as she closed her eyes. Suddenly her mind filled with happiness. 
 
    She saw a gathering of beings all dressed in white—or, maybe they were shimmering light—laughing, singing, filled with love. Mika moved easily among them. Her hair was longer, flowing down her back. Her countenance was aglow as she conversed with a being whose face she couldn’t see. Mika was incredibly happy, peaceful as she walked with her brethren. 
 
    The being—it was asexual, she thought—informed the group that their existence was under attack and a leader was needed to fight a horrific battle. Everyone stood motionless. No one volunteered to help.  
 
    Mika stepped forward. “I will lead your army, my Lord.” She bowed her head in reverence. 
 
    “If you prevail,” the being spoke softly, “I will grant you everything you desire.” 
 
    Mika nodded. 
 
    The show suddenly shifted to a horrid, arid place. The stench of sulfur dried Leah’s mouth and nose. Across the Netherworld, Mika led an army of beautiful, white warriors as they clashed with the darkness of the army from hell. The battle was furious. It raged for days, across the Netherworld, through the heavens, and across the sky. Many soldiers from both sides fell until there were only two warriors left on the blood-drenched battlefield: Mika and a dark one called Lucifer.  
 
    Mika was exhausted. Her beautiful blonde hair was covered with blood. Her face was bloodied and beaten. Her armor was ripped and missing parts. Her side was bleeding profusely where the hilt of a dagger was protruding. She was on her knees, head bowed. Lucifer was circling Mika, his sword held warily before him, checking to see if his prey was as injured as she appeared to be. 
 
    Ascertaining that Mika was indeed almost dead, the dark one charged at her, his sword raised above him, intent on severing Mika’s head from her body. At the very last second, Mika shot forward, driving her sword through the evil one’s heart. Mika stood over him; her sword was poised to strike the deathblow. Lucifer begged for his life, promising never again to attack or harm the heavenly beings. God nodded to Mika, and the warrior picked up Lucifer and threw him. The dark angel released a cry that shook the heavens and the earth. It echoed throughout hell as he plunged into the fiery abyss. 
 
    The next scene showed Mika being honored with a great feast. Her Lord took her aside and asked what she desired. “Earth,” Mika said softly “and the love of one worthy of us.” 
 
    The Lord nodded. “We can work out the details later. For now, let us honor you for saving our kind.” 
 
    Many other scenes followed: Mika with a beautiful woman named Helena. She was holding a baby boy named Constantine. The year appeared to be AD 272. Leah watched as Mika served in the armies of Constantine, now called Constantine the Great and proclaimed as the first Christian leader of Rome. 
 
    In the seventeenth century, Mika was amid a group of scholars responsible for the King James Version of the Bible. 
 
    Suddenly the show changed, and Leah saw a man in a dark, dank prison cell. He was clad in the black cassock of a priest. It was torn and soiled. Holes, the size of softballs, exposed his bloodied skin. He was filthy and appeared to be dead. Guards opened the cell and lifted the man, trying to make him walk, but he was too weak, so they dragged him to their destination. 
 
    They dragged him into a great hall and tried to make him stand, but he simply crumpled to the floor. 
 
    Leah didn’t want to see this. She whimpered, wanting her wife to stop her narrative. She tried to close her mind to the awful show Mika was presenting her, but it continued, uncensored. 
 
    “You are before your queen. Stand, dog.” The queen paced the great hall, kicking at the man, but not touching him. She didn’t want to get her boot dirty. 
 
    “He’s too weak to stand, Your Majesty,” one of the guards said tentatively. “He has been in the prison for over a year.” 
 
    She circled the priest like a predator inspecting a vile offering that was beneath her. “He gave refuge to Samson?” The queen’s voice was low and guttural. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” The guard nodded. “Samson had been gravely injured by one of your swordsmen, and this priest nursed him back to health.” 
 
    “You saved Samson,” she screamed at the foul-smelling priest lying prone on her floor. “Hold him up on his knees,” she commanded her guards. “I want to see his face.” 
 
    The guards lifted the lifeless form to his knees and did their best to prop him up, not wanting to touch him for very long. 
 
    She studied him. It was impossible to determine his lineage. His hair and face were so covered in filth that one couldn’t discern his coloring. His bedraggled beard was filled with clotted blood and spittle.  
 
    “You will tell me where Samson is,” she snarled at her prisoner like a rabid dog. “You will tell me or die, Priest.” 
 
    He merely hung his head, too weak to open his eyes. Her anger surged through her like a lightning bolt seeking the ground. Her heart pounded in her body, the blood circulating so hard, it was deafening in her ears. She considered tearing out his heart but didn’t want to touch the filthy creature. Her jealousy that even a man of God would protect her sworn enemy overcame her. 
 
    She was circling him then came to stop behind him. “Tell me where he is.” Her fury had reached full rage, and she wanted an answer. How dare he hang there and not answer her? 
 
    “No,” he managed a low, guttural growl. 
 
    Her jealous rage overcame all reasoning. She grabbed the dagger from her guard’s belt and slit the priest’s throat. He mumbled something she couldn’t understand then slumped forward, his blood spilling over her floor.  
 
    “What did he say?” she screamed at the guard still holding up the priest. 
 
    “He said, ‘I love you, Leah, and I forgive you,’” the guard mumbled. 
 
    “Get him out of here,” she hissed, “and clean up this mess.” 
 
    As the two guards lifted him under his shoulders, the priest’s head rolled backward, and she found herself staring into the piercing blue eyes of her wife. 
 
    “No,” Leah screamed. “Oh, God. No, Mika! No.” 
 
    She tore her mind from Mika’s show-and-tell, falling to the boat deck on her knees. She wailed like a wounded animal in the throes of death.  
 
    Leah’s body spasmed as she reached for her hair, tearing at it. 
 
    Mika instantly wrapped her arms around Leah, holding her wrists to keep her from harming herself. 
 
    Leah closed her eyes but saw only the lifeless, blue eyes of her wife. Sobs wracked her body as she tried to breathe. Her heart had stopped beating minutes ago. She wanted to die. 
 
    Mika had been unprepared for Leah’s reaction. She had no idea she would react so violently to her death in another time. 
 
    Mika held Leah for hours until her small body stopped trembling. Mika whispered to her softly, trying to find the words to soothe her. It hurt Mika’s heart to know that she had caused her so much pain. Mika pulled a blanket from under the seat. She sat Leah on her lap and covered them both as they lay on the sofa, listening to the waves lap against the hull of the boat. Exhausted, they fell asleep, their bodies stretched out against one another. Mika held Leah tightly against her, even in sleep. 
 
    Leah’s first reaction when she awoke was one of happiness to be lying in her wife’s arms. Then her mind screamed as the earlier events crashed down on it. It was more than she could comprehend. 
 
    Leah lay still on Mika. Her ear was over the blonde’s heart. It was beating softly. Even as horrified as she was, Leah found solace in Mika’s closeness. She wondered why Mika was here. Revenge. Had she somehow come back to kill her? No. That was her way, not Mika’s. How could Mika hold her? How could she even touch her? She was vile. She was evil personified. 
 
    “I’m awake,” Mika said softly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I may never be okay,” she answered, her voice void of all emotion. 
 
    “I love you, Leah,” Mika said slowly, tightening her arms around her wife. 
 
    “I don’t know how you could.” Leah trembled violently. 
 
    “I chose you to love.” Mika stroked her hair, continuing to maintain a tight grip on her back. “I roamed the Earth for over three thousand years searching for you.” 
 
    Mika chuckled softly. “Obviously, my timing was very bad the first time I found you.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Leah snorted sarcastically.  
 
    “I have traveled to the far corners of the Earth for you, fought horrific battles and even died for you.” Mika exhaled sharply. “I finally have you. I won’t let you go. Whatever you’re going through, we’ll work it out.” 
 
    “I can’t… I can’t think about it anymore right now, Mika.” Leah seemed disengaged from it all. “It’s just all too much.” Her mind flashed to the crazed look on her face when she had slit Mika’s throat. For the first time she realized the truth: by the time she had cursed God, she was stark raving mad. She couldn’t reconcile the depraved Wicked Queen with the person she was now.  
 
    “Are you warm enough?” Mika asked. 
 
    “Yes, it feels good just to lie here,” she whispered. 
 
    Mika was overcome with a tremendous need to make love to Leah, to make her understand that she loved her above all things on Earth, but knew she might not be receptive. Tentatively, Mika let her hand move from Leah’s back to her soft breast. Mika felt her tense and immediately retracted her hand. “No, don’t stop,” she whispered hoarsely. “I can’t believe you want to touch me.” 
 
    Mika pulled her up, so their lips were even, and kissed her gently, slowly moving her lips against Leah’s. Leah’s tongue hesitantly slid along Mika’s lower lip, then caught her lip between her teeth, biting it gently. “I love you, Leah,” Mika murmured against her lips. 
 
    Leah kissed her as if she had never kissed her before, letting all the horror in her soul flow into Mika’s, so she could cleanse it and return it whole, and she did. 
 
    Leah slid her hands beneath Mika’s T-shirt. Mika lifted her back from the cushion as Leah slid the shirt over her head. Leah stared at her in the moonlight, her heart quickening at the sight of Mika. “I want you so much, Priest,” she spoke softly into Mika’s ear. Her warm breath and sensuous whispers enflamed Mika’s body. 
 
    Mika ran her hand under her shirt and was delighted to find that was all she was wearing. She quickly pulled it over Leah’s head. They lay together, their bare breasts touching. Neither of them noticed when the blanket slipped from them. They made wondrously, naked love in the moonlight, their rhythmic motions matching those of the ocean rocking their boat. Their primal cries and pleadings to one another as old as mankind.  
 
    They had made love for hours, until Leah fell against Mika, exhausted both physically and mentally. Mika carried her down to their bed and gently slid Leah beneath the sheet, careful not to wake her. Mika slid into the bed beside Leah and held her tightly. “I love you, darling,” she whispered. 
 
    That was all that mattered to either of them. 
 
    Leah woke Mika the next morning, pushing closer for her warmth. She instinctively pulled Leah tighter against her. Without opening her eyes, Mika found Leah’s lips and kissed them softly, noting that they were still swollen from the night before. 
 
    Leah stroked her thigh, eliciting a soft moan from Mika. “What would you like to do?” She smirked knowingly. 
 
    “Guess!” Mika whispered. Sleep controlled her voice. 
 
    Later, as they lay trying to catch their breath, Mika chuckled, “You won that guessing game.” 
 
    “I have many questions,” Leah said softly, turning to face her wife. 
 
    “I have some, too.” Mika smiled. “Coffee first?” 
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    As they had done for the past eleven days, they took their meal up on the deck to enjoy the sun and the ocean. Mika had made them a pitcher of mimosas using the champagne Samson had presented them at the reception.   
 
    “Champagne gives me a wicked headache.” Leah laughed as they toasted. “To you and me and eternity.” 
 
    “Eternity?” Mika frowned. “That’s a long time.” 
 
    “From your horror show yesterday, I assume I have married an immortal.” Leah raised a quizzical brow. “After all, I slit your throat and yet here you are!” 
 
    “Yes.” Mika bit her lower lip, knowing that would probably be the most difficult issue they would encounter in their marriage. “I know we have to face it sooner or later, but for right now can’t we just ignore it?” 
 
    “Why would we ignore something so incredible?” Leah beamed. 
 
    “I just don’t want to think of you growing old.” Mika looked down at the deck. “I don’t want to think of my life without you.” 
 
    “Weren’t you the woman that said I haven’t aged a minute in two years?” Leah smiled. 
 
    Mika studied her for a long time. “That is true,” she nodded. “You’re as beautiful as the first time I met you.” 
 
    “It seems, dear, you have met your match.” Leah grinned. 
 
    “You, you’re not… How?” Mika gasped. 
 
    “God’s curse is for eternity.” She shrugged. “Everyone he has banished to here is immortal. Children born here now age normally. When they reach thirty-four, they have the choice of leaving or staying. They can come and go until they are thirty-four. After thirty-four, once they leave, they can’t return. Either way, they age normally. The originals are the only immortals. 
 
    “But you,” Leah laughed. “You make me feel young. You are before time, ageless. I wondered why you avoided telling Richie your age when he asked.” 
 
    Mika nodded. “I am ageless. Time—a beginning and an end—is only a human concept. I have merely been on Earth over three thousand years. As you saw, God granted me my heart’s desire. As it turned out, my heart’s desire was you.” 
 
    “I’ve seen your movie. Want to give me the backstory?” She watched Mika closely. 
 
    “My God created heaven and Earth and mankind. I became enthralled with the humans and wanted to move freely among them. Unfortunately, a great jealousy arose in my… realm, for lack of a better word. Others wanted to rule over the Earth that God created. They too were enamored with the humans. I am a warrior in my realm,” Mika explained. “I led the battle against those who wanted to rule the Earth. I won. God banished them to hell. I was allowed to come to Earth.” 
 
    “Why did you want to come to Earth?” She frowned. “You looked so happy where you were.” 
 
    Mika blushed deeply. “I found that I was deeply attracted to the human females, and I wanted one. Not just anyone. She had to have certain attributes.” 
 
    “Oh?” Leah raised a single eyebrow. “Just exactly what attributes were you looking for?” 
 
    “Yours.” Mika smiled. “Someone with an infinite capacity to love. One that was fiercely protective of her loved ones, and…” 
 
    Mika inhaled as she searched for the correct words to say to her wife. 
 
    “And…?” Leah prodded. 
 
    “I wanted a woman that was my equal,” Mika said slowly, watching her eyes. 
 
    Leah tilted her head, raising her chin slightly in that regal way that made her every bit a queen. 
 
    “In short,” Mika continued, “I wanted a woman that would love me as I loved her. I also had to meet the criteria given me by my God. That is where the rules and consequences part come into play.” 
 
    Leah studied Mika. She was in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean with a woman about whom she knew little. Mika was fascinating. Her story was fascinating. She was either crazy as a loon or one hell of a storyteller. “What were the rules?” Leah asked. 
 
    “I could have any woman I wanted, as long as I could make her fall in love with me as a mortal. I could not tell her what I was until after we were married. She had to love me enough to make sacrifices for me. I could not have relations with her until after we married. We will send our children out into the world to make it a better place.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” Leah nodded. “And if you failed?” 
 
    “I would lose my immortality.” Mika lowered her head. “So, you see, you truly are the keeper of my soul. You passed the no-relations rule the night of Samson’s birthday party when you threw me against the wall. You also met the sacrifices criteria when you put aside your own wants and desires to honor my beliefs.” 
 
    “In my realm,” Leah closed her eyes as if her next statement was unspeakable, “I murdered you.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I may have been a bit overconfident.” Mika grinned. “By your sixteenth birthday, your beauty was already being discussed among my peers. I made my way to your kingdom and set up a church in the parish near your home. By that time, you had become the Wicked Monarch of Judah. I didn’t know how you had earned that title; I only knew you were breathtakingly beautiful, and I wanted you. I did not know you were a witch.” 
 
    “Except for the time I slit your throat,” Leah grimaced, as if in pain, “I don’t recall ever seeing you.” 
 
    “I was walking on the road to your castle when the ground began to shake, and your guards thundered toward me, leading the way for your carriage. A small child was on the road with me. She was an orphan, a pitiful-looking little thing. I ducked into the bushes with her, but she ran back out onto the roadside. She wanted to see the queen.” 
 
    Leah held her breath. She remembered the girl. 
 
    “You halted your carriage. I watched as the door opened. First, your left boot and then your right boot appeared. Then you appeared out of the darkness of your carriage. You were—and are—the most beautiful person I have ever seen. You walked to the child and asked her if she knew who you were. She said, ‘Yes. You are the beautiful Queen.’” 
 
    The look that went across your face was so soft and so caring, I knew you weren’t evil. You picked her up and carried her to your carriage, along with my heart. I knew, at that very moment, you were the woman for whom I had been searching.” 
 
    “I remember the child.” Leah smiled. “She’s the young woman who owns the bakery in our town.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the guards riding behind your carriage found me in the bushes and threw me into prison. You know the rest.” 
 
    “I thought you provided refuge for Samson.” She frowned. 
 
    “No, I had met him, but never gave him aid.” Mika grimaced. “Apparently you were in one of your fits of rage and your guards feared for their lives. They decided to throw me into the fire—so to speak. I was in prison for so long, they thought I was at death’s door, so they offered me up as a sacrifice to appease you. 
 
    “One can’t kill an immortal, so when they threw me on the pile of dead bodies in the field behind your castle, I started planning my strategy to meet you. I was convinced that you would love me because I already loved you. I just had to meet you. When God cursed you, I was frantic. I had no idea what had happened. I didn’t know where you had gone. You had simply disappeared, without me. With the cloaking spell you put on the town, it took me thirty years to find you. 
 
    “By the time I found you, Richie had awakened the love in your heart. All I had to do was let you know how much I loved you and hope you would fall in love with me.” 
 
    “I have,” Leah said softly, “fallen deeply in love with you. But I killed a priest who was a man. You’re a woman. Only your blue eyes told me it was you.” 
 
    “I can be anything I want to be.” Mika shrugged. “Man or woman. I failed miserable at my first attempt to meet you as a man, so I decided to approach you as a woman this time.” 
 
    They talked until the sun began to set. “How do you feel about meatloaf for dinner?” Leah asked. 
 
    “You know I love your meatloaf.” Mika pulled Leah into her arms and kissed her soft lips. She could feel Leah’s magic sizzling to get hold of her. Tonight would be a great night. 
 
    ## 
 
    They sat on the boat deck, drinking wine. “Are there others like you?” Leah asked. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “Amber.” 
 
    Leah’s eyes snapped up to stare at her. “Amber,” she said softly. “Why didn’t you choose her?” 
 
    “I love her,” the priest said, “but I don’t desire her. It would be like marrying my sister. She has the same rules I have. Unfortunately, she hasn’t found anyone to love and return her love. Hopefully, she will now.  
 
    “Are there others like you?” Mika asked her. 
 
    “Yes. Richie, Emily, and Legion,” she answered. 
 
    “Richie!” Mika gasped.  
 
    “He may be the most powerful of us all.” Leah smiled. “He doesn’t know because I’ve never tried to train him. Emily is pretty much a lost cause. Instead of embracing her magic, she fights it and tries to suppress it. So far, she has done a good job. Legion is more powerful and dangerous than I ever thought of being. His magic is pure black magic.” 
 
    The sun had completely left the sky, and they were alone with nothing but the blackness of the heavens and the brightness of the stars and moon. “It is truly beautiful out here, away from the city lights,” Leah said softly. 
 
    She studied Mika for several minutes. “At Richie’s ball game, you re-energized him. You are not magic. What are you?” 
 
    Mika stood and pulled Leah into her arms. She kissed her, then slowly turned her around and pulled her back into her. Slowly, so she wouldn’t scare Leah, she began to lift her as she rose above the boat. 
 
    They were far above the boat before Leah realized they were rising above the Earth. Occasionally Mika would halt their rise and call her attention to points of interest: Niagara Falls and the Grand Canyon in the United States; Mount Vesuvius in Italy; Stonehenge in Wiltshire, England; the Great Pyramid and the Great Sphinx of Giza in Egypt. She told her the histories of all the sites she pointed out. Leah was overwhelmed by the wonder of it all and her wife’s vast knowledge of the world.  
 
    Leah suddenly realized that the Earth looked small, like the world globe in her office. As they continued their rise, she marveled that she had no difficulty breathing. She watched as the Earth disappeared, merging into its galaxy, the Milky Way. She looked around and saw millions of galaxies as they rose into the universe. Mika spoke softly into her ear, describing all the things she was seeing. 
 
    At some point during their tour of the universe, Leah realized that she was wrapped in a soft, warm cocoon that held her tightly against Mika, while her hands soothingly stroked her body, reassuring her. Tentatively she touched it and marveled at its downy consistency. She had never felt as loved, as protected, as peaceful. She turned in the cocoon and faced Mika.  
 
    She kissed Mika as they floated weightlessly through the universe. “You’re an angel,” she whispered in awe.  
 
    “Yes.” Mika smiled. 
 
    As the dawn began to break over their boat, Mika gently lowered them onto the deck. She unfurled her wings and released her. Leah was speechless. Mika was magnificent, more beautiful than anything Leah had ever seen. Her wings spanned the width of the boat. They slowly receded to disappear into her back. 
 
    Leah stood looking at her wife. She couldn’t make herself move toward her or away from her. After many minutes, Mika put her arms around Leah and held her tightly against her. 
 
    “Did I scare you?” Mika asked. Her voice was husky with concern. 
 
    “No,” Leah answered truthfully.  
 
    “This is why I wanted to honeymoon in the middle of the ocean,” Mika explained. “I wanted you to experience all that I am and all that we are together. Tonight, if you want to, we will make love, free of all our inhibitions and secrets, free of all the restraints of this Earth.” 
 
    “I do,” Leah whispered, wondering how it could be any better than the experiences they had already shared, but knowing it would be.  
 
    Mika could tell that she was almost in shock and tried to move them back into familiar territory.  She kissed Leah gently then took her hand, pulling her below deck to the galley. “Coffee,” she promised. 
 
    As Leah sipped her first cup, Mika cheerfully made them pancakes, watching her closely. She knew she had hit Leah with several overpowering revelations and was worried that she had moved too fast in her quest to be honest with her. 
 
    “I should not have been so fervent in my desire to be completely honest with you,” Mika spoke softly. “I thought it best that there be no secrets between us as we begin our new life together.” 
 
    Leah began to laugh, a deep, happy laugh. “I’m married to an angel. The Wicked Queen is married to an angel. You should be glad you didn’t marry Delilah; she would be discussing this with everyone in town.” 
 
    “I am glad I didn’t marry Delilah,” Mika laughed with her. “Because I wanted to marry you.” 
 
    Leah laughed uncontrollably. “Couldn’t you just see Delilah’s expression when she got a look at your wingspan, or the rest of you, for that matter?” She salaciously raked her dark eyes down Mika’s perfect body.  
 
    They giggled like teenagers as they ate their pancakes. 
 
    Leah moved toward Mika, lowering herself onto her lap. She kissed the angel slowly, moving her soft lips sensuously against Mika’s, feeling the silky fullness of her lips. The kiss quickly escalated to wanton desire as she moved her hands over Mika’s body and explored her mouth with her tongue. Mika stood, carrying her to their bed, where they spent the rest of the day. 
 
    ## 
 
    The sun was beginning its descent from the heavens when Leah awoke. Mika was asleep on her stomach, her arm thrown protectively over Leah’s waist. Leah was burrowed tightly into her side.  
 
    Leah’s mind was still numb from the events of the previous night. She hadn’t even attempted to evaluate the insight Mika had given her. Normally she would have already examined, deciphered, categorized, and judged the new information, before filing it away in her mind. She didn’t even know how to begin wading into the deep waters that were her wife. A part of her felt as if she would drown. She simply wasn’t ready to think about it yet. 
 
    Mika’s revelations had come so far from left field that she couldn’t even wrap her mind around them. Leah knew she loved her desperately, no matter what she was.  
 
    Leah slowly raised herself on one elbow and ran her hand over Mika’s muscular back. She could find no trace of wings. Maybe I dreamed it, she thought. 
 
    Mika moved slightly, tightening the grip on her, then opening her eyes as the realization that she was sleeping at her side dawned. “Good morning, my love.” Mika brushed her lips with hers. 
 
    “Good morning, my wife. It’s good evening.” She moved to allow Mika to turn to face her. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled. “I’m sleeping with you.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to return home tomorrow.” Leah frowned. “Everyone expects us back in time for you to conduct Sunday Mass.” 
 
    “Is there any chance we can return on Monday?” Mika asked hopefully. “I’m not quite ready to give up being alone with you.” 
 
    “Um, I could get my secretary, Odette, to move all my commitments to Tuesday. What about you?” 
 
    “I will just let Gloria know I will not be back in the office until Tuesday.” 
 
    “Yes.” Leah kissed her longingly, as if she couldn’t bear to break their connection. Thinking aloud, she said, “Everyone knows that I am the former Wicked Queen. What… who you are is a total secret.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mika nodded, “and it must stay that way. No one can know but you, not even Richie.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me, Mika.” 
 
    “I know, otherwise, Delilah would be prancing around the diner, saying, ‘Here comes the Wicked Queen and her angel.’” 
 
    Leah laughed. “You make it sound like you’re my pet.” She was secretly pleased that she had stated it as if she belonged to her. The truth was she unequivocally belonged to Mika.  She moved on top of her, kissing her lips, trailing her lips down to her breasts. 
 
    “Wait,” Mika said. Her voice was hoarse with desire for her. “Before it gets too late, we need to give the folks a little warning that we won’t be back in our respective places until Tuesday.” 
 
    She called Gloria and informed her she was extending her honeymoon two more days and they would be home Monday, but not back in the office until Tuesday.  
 
    Leah called her secretary and gave her the same information. She then called Richie and put him on speakerphone.  
 
    Richie couldn’t conceal his excitement at hearing his mother’s voice. “Mom, it’s so good to talk to you. I miss you and Mika. What time will you be home tomorrow?” 
 
    Leah shot Mika a help me look and the priest took over. “Hello, Son. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Great now that you two have called. I get worried when I go so long without talking to you.” Richie dropped his voice to almost a whisper. “How is the honeymoon going?” 
 
    “It’s wonderful.” Mika laughed. “We have visited many places. That is why we are calling. We have gotten a little off schedule and won’t be home until Monday afternoon. I hope you aren’t disappointed.” 
 
    Still talking in his low, husky voice, and doing his best adult impersonation, Richie said, “It is okay, Mika, I know how honeymoons are.” 
 
    Leah and Mika chuckled at their son’s conspiratorial tone. “We can’t wait to see you Monday,” they both said into the speakerphone. 
 
    Leah talked with her son for a few more minutes, smiling as he told her how much he loved her and missed her. By the time she hung up the phone, Mika had two grilled-chicken salads on the table and was pouring their wine. 
 
    Leah put her arms around Mika’s neck, pressing the full length of her scantily clothed body against the blonde. “I’m glad we are eating light tonight.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Mika said as she grinned sensuously, “you don’t want to take this ride on a full stomach.” 
 
    Leah shivered in anticipation as she kissed her.  
 
    I can never get enough of you, they both thought. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika was stretched out on the deck sofa, her back propped against the cushioned arm. Leah was sitting between Mika’s legs, leaning back against her. She trailed her fingertips from below Mika’s knee up to her thigh, her magic sizzling as she touched the angel lightly.  
 
    Mika leaned down, nuzzling her hair and kissing her neck. Leah’s scent drove her crazy. The feel of her burned into her soul’s memory. Her touch filled Mika with desire. She reached beneath Leah’s shirt and pulled it over her head, leaving the brunette nude in her arms.  
 
    Leah turned in her arms, facing her. Leah trailed her fingertips up Mika’s body, bringing them to rest over her heart as she gently sucked at the quickening pulse in her neck. Mika wrapped her arms tightly around Leah and captured her soft lips in one easy move.  She traced Leah’s breast, making small circles around her dark rose-colored areola, careful not to touch her nipple.  
 
    “Please,” Leah whispered as Mika’s tongue began to tease her already erect nipples. She pushed at Mika’s swimsuit and slid it off. 
 
    Leah closed her eyes, giving herself over to the feeling of floating. She released her magic, allowing it to consume her and her wife. It ecstatically embraced them, enhancing their already heightened desire and need for one another. She vaguely realized that they were underwater. She could feel the cool saltwater running through her burning body, both enhancing and soothing her desire. Her magic thrilled at the cool ocean waters, sizzling in the dark depths. Slowly they began to whirl around, the center of an ocean vortex reaching from the ocean to the heavens. The saltwater released them, falling back into the ocean as they floated into the heavens. 
 
    Leah realized she was once again wrapped in the softness of Mika’s wings as Mika touched her, moving her hands over every inch of her body. They made love with pure abandon; two forces of nature woven together to resonate throughout the heavens. 
 
    She was Mika’s every fantasy, the complete satiation of centuries of desire that rolled through her in wave after wave. Mika was the embodiment of her every dream. Mika caressed her continuously, touching her with soft fingers, worshipping her with her mouth. The urgency of their desire threatened to consume them both as Leah’s magic danced in wild exhilaration inside the cocoon Mika provided to encompass their love.  
 
    As they floated in the universe, she realized that Mika’s wings provided the foundation for their lovemaking. Whether Leah was on her hands and knees, straddling Mika, or on her back, wings enveloped them, providing the basis for positions and leverage to unite their bodies. Her magic thrilled at the gentle way Mika made love to her, then taking over and moving it to an entirely different level. As in the past, their bodies became as one, one heart, one breath, and one life. She was totally lost in Mika and she in her. Their bodies screamed for one another, releasing all the pent-up passion of a lifetime. The begging had long ceased, and only sounds of joy and wonder were expressed as they moved tirelessly to please each other. 
 
    Exhausted, Leah fell asleep in Mika’s arms as they remained suspended in a faraway galaxy. When she awoke, she was lying beside her wife in their bed. Even though the sun was high overhead in the sky, she snuggled closer to Mika and closed her eyes, slipping back into the dreamless sleep of the very content. 
 
    ## 
 
    On Sunday, they unfurled the sails and let the wind carry them toward home. Leah loved the feel of the wind speeding the boat across the waves. Mika taught her all about the boat. She was a quick study and was soon handling it as well as Mika. She thrilled at the powerful feeling of the wind in the sails and the boat cutting through the ocean waves. 
 
    They knew this was their last day and night together before returning to the responsibilities of mayor and priest.  
 
    “I am going to have a hard time going back to not having access to you twenty-four seven.” Mika kissed Leah’s lips gently.  
 
    “Mmm,” Leah purred, “but at least we will now have our nights together. I always hated it when you weren’t with me at night.” 
 
    Mika recalled how she had loathed sleeping without Leah. “That will never happen again,” she promised. 
 
    ## 
 
    On Monday, they watched the horizon as their tiny town came into view. They were happy they would be seeing their son.  
 
    Mika took her hand, lacing their fingers together. Leah could feel the tension in her body. It was building just as it had the day of their wedding. 
 
    Leah pulled her closer and kissed her, a kiss filled with the promise of eternity. Mika’s anxiety slipped away, and she held her tightly, eager to face a new life with her wife.  
 
    “It looks like we have three welcome-home groups waiting.” Leah frowned as she surveyed the three separate groups waiting for them on the dock. 
 
    “Three?” Mika tilted her head. 
 
    “Yes, my innocent darling.” Leah smiled. “The group on the left is your church people. They will have questions about problems they have had in your absence. The group on the right is made up of people from the city or citizens with issues that haven’t been resolved to their satisfaction. Unfortunately, those are my people. The group in the center, which is made up of our son, Amber, Samson, Delilah and Ruth, is the only one truly thrilled that we are back, and wants nothing from us but our presence.” 
 
    She expertly guided the boat into their slip. Mika threw the tie line to Richie, who tied off the front of the boat. He then tossed a line to Samson, who caught the second line to pull the back of the boat against the dock. Leah shut off the idling motor and joined her family on the deck. Richie leaped onto the deck, eager to hug his mother and Mika. 
 
    Samson prevented the crowd from overrunning the boat, pushing them back to allow the newlyweds room to disembark. 
 
    Mika clung to her wife’s hand as if she feared someone might steal her. As soon as they were on dry land, the crowd began to press on them, everyone talking at once. 
 
    Unable to get the crowd’s attention, Samson fired a shot into the air. Silence fell over the crowd. “We’re going to the diner so these folks can have dinner,” he yelled. “If you have business to transact with them, they will be in their respective offices in the morning. Please give them a chance to get home.” 
 
    Mika secretly thanked the man and led her wife and son to the waiting car. 
 
    While Leah much preferred being on the boat alone with her wife, it was good to see her son and be back in their little town. She was glad to see nothing had changed in their absence. 
 
    They entered the diner and sat in their usual booth. 
 
    “Emily said I could stay with you tonight, since you were gone so long.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, sweetheart.” Leah smiled and returned his hug. 
 
    Ruth donned her apron, watching the newlyweds closely. She nudged Delilah. “Wow,” she breathlessly whispered, “I have never seen two people so enthralled with each other. I thought Mika had it bad before the wedding, but… man… she hasn’t taken her eyes off Leah.” 
 
    “Can you blame her?” Delilah exhaled slowly. “She’s gorgeous. I have never seen her look as happy. She looks like a woman that owns the world and everything in it.” 
 
    “I am betting Mika made all her wishes come true,” Ruth giggled. 
 
    “Mika doesn’t exactly look disappointed,” Delilah pointed out. 
 
    ## 
 
    Richie had talked nonstop since their arrival. “Can we have a movie night?” he asked as Mika unlocked the door to the mansion. 
 
    Mika glanced at her wife to make certain it was okay for the boy to stay up late. She nodded. “Sure, Son,” Mika said. “You select the movie. Give your mom and me a chance to freshen up and I will pop us some popcorn.” 
 
    “Yes,” the boy said gleefully, and ran off to the family room. 
 
    Leah took advantage of the opportunity to kiss her wife hungrily before running up the stairs, knowing she would follow close behind. 
 
    As Mika clicked the lock on the door to their bedroom, Leah threw herself into her arms. “This is agony,” she whispered against Mika’s lips before pressing her mouth to her and drawing her into a long, desperate kiss. 
 
    “I know,” Mika whispered back. “Hopefully, he will fall asleep quickly. Knowing Emily, she probably made him take a nap today and fed him sugar.” 
 
    Her wife laughed as Mika faked a pout then pulled her close for another kiss. “I can never kiss you enough,” she murmured. 
 
    “I am going to take a quick shower.” Leah gently pushed her away. “Why don’t you prepare the popcorn? I’ll be down as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Mika kissed her softly. “Don’t be too long,” she whispered. “I already miss you.” 
 
    Mika and Richie settled on the sofa with a big bowl of popcorn between them. Richie was explaining the premise behind his latest favorite movie. When Leah entered the room, Mika immediately picked up the popcorn bowl and patted the sofa between her and their son. 
 
    As Leah sat down, her wife put her arm around her, pulling her close, and placed the popcorn bowl in her lap. This is what happiness is, she thought as she snuggled closer to her wife and placed her arm around her son’s shoulder as he settled against her side. She was with the two people she loved most in the world. 
 
    As the credits rolled at the end of the film, Mika looked at the two most important people in her life and smiled. Both were sound asleep. She silently thanked her God for allowing her this wonderful family. 
 
    As she had done so many times over the past two years, Mika turned off the television and leaned her head back on the sofa cushion. It felt right. The best part was that she didn’t have to leave and go home. She was home. She would end this night in Leah’s bed, and every night hereafter, she thought. 
 
    Mika looked at Leah’s beautiful face as she slept. It was free of makeup, innocent, and childlike. The feeling that welled up in her chest was almost an excruciating pain. She never imagined love could be so joyous and so painful at the same time. 
 
    Leah’s eyelashes fluttered, as she smiled softly up at her. Mika leaned down and brushed her lips gently. “I will carry our sleeping prince to his bedroom, and you can get ready for bed.” Mika kissed her again. 
 
    Richie was out cold, not even stirring as the priest picked him up and carried him to his new room in the west wing. 
 
    When she reached their room, Leah was already in bed. “You don’t need pajamas,” she said sensuously as she lifted the sheet to reveal her nude body. 
 
    Mika quickly disrobed. “Do you know how many nights I’ve wanted to end my evening with you and Richie like this?” she whispered hoarsely.  
 
    “I suspect the same number as I.” Leah smiled as she lifted the sheet and welcomed Mika into her warm embrace. 
 
    Their lovemaking was slow and gentle. Both were cognizant of the young boy sleeping at the far end of the hall. As they reached the height of their desire to please each other, Leah threw her head back and arched upward to meet her. Mika knew a scream would follow and brought her shoulder up to Leah’s lips. “Bite my shoulder,” she whispered as Leah muffled her cries into Mika’s chest. “Yes, yes,” she moaned before sinking teeth and nails into the priest’s body. 
 
    ## 
 
    A soft knock roused them both from their dreams of each other. Leah snuggled closer to her wife…her wife. God, I love her. 
 
    Mika leaned up on her elbow and answered the knock. “Give us a minute, Son. We’ll be right down.” 
 
    “Give us an hour,” Leah murmured into her wife’s chest. 
 
    “Not this morning, Sleeping Beauty.” Mika smiled down at her. “We have a young man that needs our attention.” 
 
    “Just waking in your arms is enough.” Leah pulled Mika down for a quick kiss then slid from the bed. “Pancakes for breakfast?” 
 
    “Umm,” Mika hummed. “May I take a quick shower?” 
 
    Leah nodded as she slipped on Mika’s shirt, a pair of running shorts, and headed downstairs. 
 
    Mika caught her at the top of the stairs. “Do you have any idea how gorgeous you are?” she whispered against her lips. “How beautiful your legs look in those shorts?” 
 
    Leah smiled. Queens rarely left anything to chance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 – Maine’s Got Talent
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then Father Dalton told Gloria that they have found a competition in which we couldn’t beat them.” Richie was continuing to tell his mother all the latest news in their little town. She had her back to the island and was cooking pancakes. 
 
    Mika slipped her arms around Leah and hugged her. She jumped, then turned in her arms to kiss her. As they pulled apart, Leah exhaled slowly, realizing that she had been holding her breath from the first moment Mika had touched her. She kissed her again, loving the clean, feminine scent of her. She wanted to drag Mika back upstairs but knew their son was excited to be with them. 
 
    Richie suppressed his usual expression of disgust when they kissed in front of him. He was sure he would have to live with it for the rest of his life.  
 
    “Good morning, Son,” Mika greeted the boy as she still held Leah tightly. 
 
    “Mika, you have to help us,” Richie exclaimed. “Brighton Parrish thinks they can beat us.” 
 
    “At what?” Mika poured coffee into the two cups her wife had placed on the counter. 
 
    “They have organized a competition they are calling ‘Maine’s Got Talent’ and they are already bragging that they are going to smoke us.” The boy laughed. “They are still smarting from the beating we gave them in skating and baseball.” 
 
    “Maine’s Got Talent,’ how original,” Leah chuckled at her joke. 
 
    “Sounds like a talent show.” Mika sipped her coffee. “You and your band should do well.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” huffed Richie, “it’s not that simple. They have all kinds of jinky rules designed to make it easy for them to win.” 
 
    “Like what?” His mother raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Every band has to be made up of teenagers thirteen to eighteen and must have one adult member over thirty.” Richie scowled as if it was impossible to meet the criteria. 
 
    “No big deal,” Mika laughed. “Your band with Ruth as the lead singer.” 
 
    Richie’s face fell. “Ruth is a great torch singer,” he said, “but this has to be fifties music. You know, the first decade of Rock and Roll.” 
 
    “I love fifties music.” Mika grinned, doing a little twist dance. “Some of my best moves come from the fifties.” She winked at her wife as she gyrated her hips. 
 
    “I don’t know much about that decade of music.” Leah laughed at her wife’s antics. 
 
    “Exactly,” her son wailed. “How are we supposed to compete in something we know little about?” 
 
     “They must have a band that is very good at fifties music,” Leah continued. 
 
    “The mayor and his three sons.” Richie pouted. “They have a fifties routine they do at all the town functions. You know, homecoming, dances, and parties. They’re great. They will smoke us!” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Mika laughed. “When is the big competition?” 
 
    “The first weekend in September,” Richie answered. “That is Labor Day weekend.”  
 
    “It is mid-June. That gives you about eleven weeks to work up your act. Tonight, let’s get on the Internet and see what we can find from the fifties. I bet there are several songs with which you and the band can compete.” 
 
    ## 
 
    The boy was talking a mile a minute as he planned their entry into the competition. They walked Richie to Emily’s apartment then Mika walked her wife to her office. Mika kissed her softly then headed for the church. “Lunch at the diner,” she said as she backed away from Leah, loath to take her eyes off her. 
 
    Leah was speechless when she saw the number of people waiting to talk with her. They all started talking at once. “Please,” she smiled her most charismatic smile, “if each of you will make an appointment with my secretary, we can schedule times for us to visit together one on one.” 
 
    She closed the door to her office, grateful for her incredible secretary and her scheduling skills. Her second shock of the day came when she saw the stacks of paperwork on her desk. The sheriff's department generated the tallest stack. It appeared that Emily had instructed her officers to requisition everything their hearts desired, knowing they wouldn’t get it, but that the mayor would have to read and refuse every requisition.  
 
    She suddenly realized that they hadn’t seen Emily since their return. Hopefully, the sheriff had found better things to do than harass her. 
 
    Leah’s phone announced the arrival of a text message from her wife. “Missing you so much. I don’t think I can do this. Is there any way we can office together?” Two sad emoticons ended her text. 
 
    She smiled and texted Mika back. “Skip lunch. I’ll meet you in your bedroom at the rectory.” 
 
    Mika’s return text was several broadly smiling emoticons. 
 
    Mika’s morning was filled with a line of confessors and staff with problems. Keeping busy made the morning pass quickly for them. 
 
    The “Queen of My Heart” ringtone announced a call from Leah. “I am here,” she breathlessly said when Mika answered the phone. 
 
    Mika hung an Out To Lunch sign on her office door, locked it, and taking the stairs two at a time, quickly made her way to the rectory bedroom. 
 
    Leah had drawn the drapes and was already in her bed. Mika quickly joined her.  
 
    ## 
 
    Afterward, Mika held her, Leah’s head on her shoulder as she stroked her hair and down her back. “That was awesome,” she whispered. Leah nodded, still trying to catch her breath. 
 
    It was their first day away from one another since their marriage, and they were both having difficulty with the separation. 
 
    “I can’t wait until Friday,” Leah whispered. “We’ll have Friday night and all day Saturday to be together with no interruptions.” 
 
    Mika smiled and held her tighter. Her love for her wife had no boundaries. “Can you leave at five today?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As they dressed, Mika noticed that she had several bite and scratch marks that were bleeding. “Will you fix these for me?” She grinned. “People will talk if their priest goes around bleeding through her shirt.” 
 
    “Seems only right I should fix it,” Leah said, smirking as she waved her hand, “since I’m the one that did that to your body.” 
 
    “I loved every minute of it,” Mika said as she kissed her, “and I’m looking forward to the same treatment tonight.” 
 
    Arousal shot through Leah. “Is now too soon?” she whispered, pulling Mika back to the bed. 
 
    ## 
 
    Emily and Richie entered the mayor’s office at four thirty. “I just need a couple minutes with her,” the sheriff told Odette.  
 
    “She has someone with her now.” The secretary nodded without looking up from her computer. “I will get you in next, Sheriff.” 
 
    “I will put this on the agenda for next week.” The mayor graciously smiled as she escorted her visitor from her office. 
 
    “Mom.” Richie sprung to his mother, giving her a solid frontal hug. “Emily says I can stay the rest of the week with you.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, darling.” Leah returned her son’s hug joyously and smiled at Emily. 
 
    “All he can talk about is finding some fifties music or something for his band to compete against Brighton.” Emily shrugged. “I’m working nights, so I can’t be with him anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emily.” Leah smiled her most appreciative smile. Her beauty caused a deep aching in the pit of Emily’s stomach. 
 
    “Yeah, if you will just drop him off like you did this morning, that will be great.” Emily nodded. “Oh, and welcome back. We missed you.” She gave Richie a brief hug and was gone before the mayor could respond. 
 
    “Mom, I’m excited.” Her son bounced on his toes. “Do you think Mika can find something that will make us competitive?” 
 
    “Let me lock up and we’ll ask her.” She collected her purse, locked her office, bid Odette good night, and practically ran to the elevator. She couldn’t wait a minute longer to see her wife. 
 
    The priest was standing in the lobby when their elevator door opened. “I was just on my way to get you.” She pulled her wife close for a quick, but heartfelt kiss. Noticing Richie behind her, Mika put an arm around her son’s shoulder and hugged him briefly. 
 
    “Let’s go to dinner at the diner,” Mika suggested. “You can rest when we get home. I know you have had an exhausting day. Richie and I can begin our research for just the right song.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “So, how was the honeymoon?” Ruth grinned as she clicked her pen, ready to take their order. Her wolf senses told her the honeymoon was still in full swing. As recently as three or four hours ago, she thought. No wonder we didn’t see them at lunch. 
 
    Sitting beside her wife, Leah blushed as she recalled the things they had done on their honeymoon. She was speechless. 
 
    “It was wonderful.” Mika smiled. “We visited places and saw things neither of us have ever experienced before.” 
 
    Leah smiled at her wife. She has such a way with words. Never telling a lie, but not sharing anything important, she thought. 
 
    “May I have a milkshake?” Richie wrinkled his nose mischievously, knowing his mother would say yes. 
 
    “Of course, darling.” Leah nodded. 
 
    They placed their order then immediately dove into planning for the band competition. “Emily let me get on the Internet today and we looked up the top records of the fifties,” Richie exclaimed. “I didn’t find anything I was crazy about.” 
 
    “Did you listen to any of the songs by Elvis Presley?” Mika asked. 
 
    Richie thought for a minute then answered, “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have listened to his songs, but I have heard his name.” Leah frowned. “Didn’t they call him the King?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mika smiled, recalling the young man that had taken the recording industry by storm in the fifties only to die at age forty-two of a drug overdose. 
 
    “He was extremely talented,” the priest continued. “He had several songs that still make me want to dance. I can think of two that would be a perfect fit for your band. Let’s see what you think, Son.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah went upstairs to change into something more comfortable while Mika and Richie headed for the laptop in Mika’s office. As Leah rejoined them in the office, she found herself greeted by the toe-tapping rhythms of Elvis Presley’s “Treat Me Nice.”  
 
    Her wife swept Leah into her arms and danced her around the room as Richie clapped with glee. 
 
    “It’s a very catchy tune.” Leah smiled up at Mika.  
 
    “Asher can do this perfectly.” Mika laughed out loud. “He’ll make a great Elvis impersonator. He’s over thirty.” 
 
    “Yeah, if he doesn’t fall into a box of Fruit Loops,” Richie joined the laughter of his parents. “You know how nervous he gets on stage.” 
 
    “He’s just crazy enough to pull it off,” Leah giggled. “If we can get him past his stage fright. I’ll order some Elvis DVDs and CDs so you can decide which songs you like best and give you a good idea of how Elvis was as a performer.” 
 
    “You’re great, Mom.” Richie gave her a quick hug. “I’m going to call Isaac and the rest of the band and have them come over and watch him on YouTube.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Leah cleared her throat. “Don’t you think it’s a little late tonight? Mika and I have to be at work early in the morning.” 
 
    “How about I gather everyone at Isaac’s house if it’s okay with his dad?” Richie raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He looks so much like her when he does that. Mika smiled to herself, pleased that her son was almost a smaller replica of her wife. It had always surprised her that Richie resembled Leah much more than he did his blonde birth mother. 
 
    Leah nodded hesitantly, torn between wanting to keep her son with her, and spending the rest of the night indulging herself with her wife. Wife won out. “You will have to walk to Emily’s in the morning,” she added. “I’ll let her know you are spending the night with Isaac.” 
 
    “She won’t wake until two or three anyway.” Richie frowned. “She’s working the night shift this week.” 
 
    Richie quickly arranged to meet the band at Isaac’s house and got permission from Isaac’s dad to spend the night. 
 
    Mika dropped their son at his friend’s house, her mind already focused on Richie’s mother. Lunch today had only been a tantalizing appetizer. Mika was ready for the full-course meal. With Richie out of the house, they had all night. She hoped Magic Leah would come out and play tonight. She hadn’t appeared since their last night on the boat. 
 
    Mika felt it as soon as she entered the mansion. The air was crackling with it. The house hummed with it. She took the stairs two at a time. Leah was in the shower. Mika quickly joined her. Mika kissed her slowly. She nibbled at her lips then slid her tongue through them, seeking hers. Hot, rampant desire shot through Mika’s lips and into every cell in her body. She was surprised the water hitting them wasn’t hissing from the heat of their bodies. Mika shut off the shower, picked up Leah and carried her—still wet—to their bed.  
 
    Leah moaned deep in her throat as she said her name slowly. “Mika, Mika, please, Mika.” It sounded like the most beautiful word Mika had ever heard. It wasn’t just Mika. It was love and longing. It was desire and urgency. It was a pure raw necessity. Her whispered pleadings drew Mika into the vortex of desire that pulled them both into each other’s arms. Leah’s screams and moans pleased Mika immensely. It thrilled her to know she could make Leah feel the same way she felt.  
 
    As their bodies made the final connection, Leah’s magic ran unchecked through them, grabbing them by the throat and choking the air from their bodies. It carried them higher and higher until breathing became impossible and their hearts ceased to beat, then suddenly released its hold on them, flooding their bodies with the pure essence of the love they had for one another.  
 
    Mika gazed in wonder at the woman beneath her. She tried desperately to ground herself in reality and failed. “You are all that matters,” Mika gasped. “My world is you. My life is you. I’m yours. I belong to you and your magic.”  
 
    As she always did, Leah breathed air into Mika’s lungs, causing them to inflate and then gasp for release. Mika cried out, her screams harmonizing with Leah’s as their minds and bodies exploded with the love they gave so freely. 
 
    Later they lay in each other’s arms and talked. Leah spoke briefly of her mother and the brutality she had suffered at her hands. Mika pulled her closer, kissing her gently. She stroked her hair, kissed the top of her head, and promised her she would never know anything but love for eternity. Knowing what Leah had been through, all that they had been through to reach each other, Mika’s resolve to make her happy only deepened and multiplied a thousand-fold. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah sat on the chair at the foot of their bed, her feet pulled underneath her, sipping her coffee. She smiled as she watched her wife sleeping. She knew that virile was not a word commonly used to describe a woman, but she knew no other words for Mika’s energetic beauty. She was breathtaking. Leah knew that most of Mika’s parishioners filled her church every service to fantasize about her in person. Leah could tell it when she looked at the dazed eyes of the men and some of the women. She understood. While she tried hard to listen to the sermon Mika was delivering to them, most of the time she found herself imagining scenarios that ended with the priest in her bed. 
 
    Mika was very charismatic, kind, and endearingly innocent. Leah knew she had been through centuries of war and death, yet when it came to close, personal intimacy with a woman, Mika was a true innocent. Her little-girl smile, accentuated by her dimples, flashed across Leah’s mind, and she shivered with anticipation. She smiled as she envisioned the way Mika slightly ducked her head and looked up at her through long lashes when she was trying to get her way about something. Leah knew what she was doing, and it always worked. She hoped Richie didn’t see how helpless others were against the priest’s little-girl smile. 
 
    Richie had perfected the puppy dog eyes, but they didn’t quite turn others into a quivering mass of compliance like Mika’s tentative girlish smile. She knew that if Richie ever discovered the power of that little-boy smile, the girls wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Of course, Leah knew that she possessed the look that always made her wife putty in her hands. It trumped all the looks the priest had in her repertoire. Leah never failed to get her way when she turned that look on Mika. 
 
    Leah held her breath as Mika turned, reaching for her side of the bed. Not finding her, she frowned in her sleep. Leah didn’t want to wake her. She knew Mika was exhausted. Immortals had the same physical needs as mortals. They experienced exhaustion, hunger, pain, thirst, cold, and heat. Cravings—their cravings were heightened more than mortals. Their desire for a good cup of coffee. Their love of food. Their need for physical exercise. Their insatiable desire for their mates.  
 
    Leah licked her lips. Mika had slept long enough. Letting her robe slide to the floor, she slipped into bed beside her wife. 
 
    “I wondered when you would tire of devouring me with your eyes and start devouring me with your mouth.” Mika pulled Leah close and kissed her. Leah slowly slid her tongue between Mika’s lips. She could still taste herself in Mika’s mouth.  
 
    “Let me brush my teeth,” Mika whispered. 
 
    “No,” Leah murmured, “I like the way I taste on your tongue.”  
 
    Mika smiled. “Let me just freshen that for you.” 
 
    ## 
 
    They showered, dressed, and made it to the diner in time for lunch. The minute they opened the door, Ruth knew what they had been doing for the past twelve hours. Her wolf senses always recognized sex, especially good sex. They were all over each other, laughing, touching covertly, and emitting the strongest sexual aggression Ruth had ever encountered. She was certain they had just crawled out of bed. 
 
    She set two cups of coffee on their table. They both grinned and nodded their appreciation. Ruth was thankful they had seated themselves across from one another. At least this way they could only hold hands. She shuddered to think what would happen if they were sitting side by side, thighs touching, Leah’s hand reaching across her, dragging her ample… 
 
    “Ruth,” Leah said for the fourth time, “are you okay?” 
 
    The waitress shook her head, pulling herself out of the fantasy she was visualizing of the two of them. You are a pervert, Ruth, she thought to herself. It was just that, to her keen wolf sense of smell, they reeked of raw sex. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Ruth said, blushing, “I was lost in thought for a moment. Fresh chicken salad today.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” The priest smiled at her wife as if she were taking her order. “May I have potato chips, also?” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Same for me.” 
 
    When Ruth reached the counter, she turned to study the two. No wonder Mika was grinning like a fool. Leah had the toe of her high heels hooked behind Mika’s calf and was slowly rubbing it up and down her leg. Ruth had to hand it to the queen. She was driving the priest crazy while at the same time smiling and talking as if they were discussing the weather. The waitress hoped Mika made it through lunch. 
 
    The priest leaned across the table and whispered in her wife’s ear, “Please have mercy on me, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “Until tonight,” she laughed, sliding her toe down Mika’s leg one last time. 
 
    As Ruth placed their food on the table, Richie and his band members burst through the diner door. “Mom! Mika!” The boy ran to his parents with his friends in tow. “We have settled on three songs to work on for the contest.” 
 
    “My dad said he would help.” Grace clapped her hands. “This is very exciting.” 
 
    The diner filled with the usual lunch crowd. “Hey, don’t tell me you fellows have come up with an entry for Maine’s Got Talent,” Ruth howled with glee. 
 
    “We have.” Richie beamed. “We are going to do Elvis Presley’s top hits. Asher is going to be our lead singer.” 
 
    “Hot damn… uh… uh… darn.” The waitress fist-bumped the air as she glanced sheepishly at the priest. She had discovered the young rock singer almost as soon as she discovered the Internet, and she loved everything he had done. 
 
    ## 
 
    Although the couple tried to concentrate on catching up on their work, they never seemed to be able to make it through the day without a tryst at lunch. Neither ever worked after hours. They were too anxious to get home to one another.  
 
    Their routine settled into being home or at the diner by five fifteen. After dinner, Mika and Richie would go to Asher’s, where the boys practiced. They made it home by eight every night so Richie could shower and get to bed. Leah used the time to work on city business or to relax with a book, anything to pass the time until they were back with her. 
 
    “I never knew you could play so many different instruments.” Richie laughed as he and Mika entered the mansion.                
 
    “Just something I picked up here and there.” The priest grinned at her son. 
 
    “You play?” Leah tilted her head at Mika questioningly. 
 
    “She’s awesome on the piano,” Richie exclaimed. “And, Mom, she can make a guitar talk. Can you teach me that last chord run you did tonight?” The boy turned to the priest with open adoration. 
 
    “Of course, Son.” Mika grinned, pleased to be the source of the boy’s joy. 
 
    “Play for Mom.” Richie grabbed Mika’s hand and led her toward a part of the house Mika had never explored. Throwing open double white doors, Richie made a grand gesture, welcoming the priest to their music room. 
 
    Mika was speechless. How could I have missed this room?  The room was white with accents of gold. Leah’s excellent taste was evident in every detail of the room. In the center of the room was a grand piano. I need the grand tour of our home, she thought, recalling that she had only been in Richie’s new bedroom in the west wing. 
 
    “Show her, Mika.” Richie danced around the room, playing an air guitar. 
 
    Mika approached the piano much as she approached her wife, with wonder and awe. She ran her hands over the smooth, shiny finish, reveling in the feel of the magnificent instrument. She raised an eyebrow, asking her wife’s permission to play the exquisite concert grand. 
 
    Leah nodded, and Mika slid onto the piano bench and opened the keyboard. She sat very still for a long time, paying homage to the beautiful piece of furniture. She began to move her fingers lightly over the keys, and Ludwig Van Beethoven’s famous “Moonlight Sonata” filled the room. The acoustics of the room gently magnified the beauty of the sound. The tone and resonance of the piano seemed to make the world stand still with the peaceful grace of her music.  
 
    Leah was mesmerized. She realized how little she knew about the woman she had married. Every discovery only made her love Mika more. 
 
    Even Richie was silenced by the beauty of the song Mika had played, but not for long. “Play something rocking,” he cried. “What did Asher call it? You know, a boogie-woogie.” 
 
    The priest laughed and directed her comment to her wife. “Let me apologize to you and this wonderful piano for what I am about to play,” she said as she ran her hands up the keyboard and played a foot-stomping song that made Leah want to dance. 
 
    “That’s it! That’s it!” Richie shouted as he grabbed his mother’s hands and began hopping around the room as if his feet were on fire. 
 
    For the next hour, the priest played songs requested by her captive audience. Then she got “the look” from her wife and everything vanished from her thoughts except Leah. 
 
    “Okay, Son, time for bed. We have stayed up way past your bedtime.” Mika closed the keyboard and reverently put the piano bench back in its place. “I’ll grab a shower, and you do the same, then your mother and I will tuck you in.” 
 
    Richie scampered up the stairs and was in the shower before his parents even left the music room. Leah raked her eyes up and down her wife’s lean, muscular body. Mika pulled her into her arms and kissed her soft, eager lips. “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika slid into their bed and was surprised to find Leah in both her pajama top and bottom. They had been married twenty-five days, and this was the first time she’d encountered pajama bottoms. She pulled her eyes away from the offending clothing and caught Leah studying her, a slight smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “Are we okay?” Mika asked hesitantly, glancing at her pajama bottoms as if they were a monster in her bed. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” Leah touched Mika’s face gently. “You do know about women and cycles, don’t you?” 
 
    Her thoughts wrinkled Mika’s brow, then she blushed as she realized what Leah was telling her. “Yes, of course. Not personally… I mean I don’t have them, and I’ve never been intimately involved with anyone so, um…” 
 
    “It is one of the few drawbacks of being eternally thirty-four.” Leah smiled. “Just a few days every month, but still a bother.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do for you?” Mika asked anxiously. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “I am just fine, darling,” she laughed. “It’s not a disease.” 
 
    Mika laughed and pulled Leah into her arms. “I’m happy just to lie by your side.” She kissed her softly, enjoying the feel of Leah’s full lips moving leisurely against hers. 
 
    Mika tried to suppress the desire that was building in the pit of her stomach. “Maybe we should just talk,” she whispered against her lips. Leah nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I should probably warn you that I can be extremely bitchy the last few days of each month.” Leah wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Of course, my first preference would be to have Happy Leah,” Mika said as she grinned, “but my second choice would be Cranky Leah.” 
 
    “I love you.” Leah laughed at the way Mika had cleaned up her language. 
 
    “I liked that you had on your pajama bottoms,” she mused thoughtfully. “It immediately made me stop and question what was going on. I think that should be a simple signal between us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Leah wasn’t sure what she was suggesting. 
 
    “I am sure that on occasion, you won’t feel like making love, and, although I can’t imagine it, there will probably be times when I’m too tired or don’t feel like it,” the priest explained. “On those occasions, we’ll simply wear our pajama bottoms to bed.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Leah beamed. “Since your normal nightwear is au naturale and I always start off with just my pajama top on, the appearance of pajama bottoms will send the signal we are unavailable for the night.” 
 
    Mika nodded, hoping that didn’t happen very often. She was dying, and they had made love that morning.  
 
    “I had no idea you were a musician.” Leah’s voice was deep with desire, and Mika knew she was having as much difficulty with the hiatus in their lovemaking as she. She appreciated Leah moving the subject to something more comfortable. 
 
    “When one roams the earth for three thousand years, one becomes proficient at many things,” Mika laughed. 
 
    “Richie tells me you are an exceptional pianist.” Mika pulled up her knees so Leah could lean against them, facing her. She wanted to admire her beauty. 
 
    “One of the few good things my mother did for me.” Leah grimaced. “You know, queens must be able to entertain the court. I loved the music and spent hours playing. It soothed me.” 
 
    Mika pushed an errant strand of hair behind Leah’s ear then gently caressed her beautiful face, tracing the curve of her cheeks, down her jaw line, coming to rest lightly on her full, red lips. She touched the small scar that started just above her upper lip and disappeared into it. “Did Mommy Dearest do this?” Mika asked. 
 
    Leah nodded, and Mika thought her heart would stop beating. The thought that someone could strike Leah’s gorgeous face in anger filled her with fury. 
 
    Leah watched as her sky-blue eyes deepened to the deepest, darkest blue of ocean waters, then to black. She could see Mika was fighting to overcome the blackness of the anger that was filling her mind.  
 
    “I can make it go away if you don’t like it.” Leah frowned. 
 
    “I love it,” Mika said. “It’s part of who you are. It humanizes you, a small blemish on a gorgeous goddess.” 
 
    “I keep it because it reminds me of how cruel people can be,” she said softly, “especially my mother. 
 
    “May I ask you something?” Leah lowered her eyes from Mika’s gaze, trying to formulate the question she had wanted to ask from the moment Mika had shown the replay of her life. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “When you allowed me to see who you are, there was a segment of you with a beautiful blonde woman. You were holding an infant in one arm, and your other arm was encircling her.” 
 
    “Helena,” Mika whispered her name in adulation, almost as if it were too exalted to pass through her lips.  
 
    Jealousy shot through Leah like a hot, searing pain. “Did you love her?”  
 
    Mika leaned her head back against the headboard and closed her eyes. “Yes,” she breathed. She felt her wife stiffen and knew her words had hurt her somehow. 
 
    “I loved her,” Mika explained, “but I was never in love with her. I am desperately in love with you.” 
 
    Leah stared at her, her expression one of confusion and pain. “Did she love you?” Leah’s voice was almost a whisper. 
 
    “I don’t know. We never spoke of love. The baby I was holding was her only son, Constantine, who became Constantine the Great. It was my job to protect the two of them until Constantine came of age to take his place as Emperor of Rome. He ruled Rome for about thirty years in the first part of three hundred AD. Both Helena and Constantine were very important to my Lord’s plans for mankind. I loved them both in the same way. 
 
    “Like you, her life was filled with people who wanted to use her for their gain. After Constantine was born, she dedicated her life to him. 
 
     “She was the consort of the Roman Emperor Flavius Valerius Constantius. Although he loved her and Constantine, he divorced her to marry another woman for political purposes.” 
 
    “Nice guy,” Leah snarled. 
 
    “Helena never remarried or engaged in any fraternization with men. She had plenty of suitors.” Mika continued her narrative. “More than once I had to eliminate overly aggressive men who tried to force themselves on her. She buried herself in raising and educating Constantine. She was a Christian. She was a recluse for over thirty years. When Constantius died, his army proclaimed Helena’s son, Constantine, Emperor of the Roman Empire. 
 
    “Constantine was as devoted to his mother as she was to him,” the priest added. “He made her a member of the imperial court and lavished great wealth on her. 
 
    “Constantine The Great was the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity. Helena embraced the Christian religion, and I accompanied her on pilgrimages as she established churches in many countries under her son’s rule. Constantine passed laws forbidding the persecution of Christians and legalizing Christianity. 
 
    “Constantine gave his mother unlimited access to the imperial treasury to fund her search for Judeo-Christian relics. When Helena was sixty-nine or seventy, I accompanied her to the Holy Lands.” 
 
    “There was never anything between you?” Leah asked in disbelief. She now knew from experience how much Mika liked—Mika interrupted her. 
 
    “You’re the only woman I have ever been with intimately.” Mika looked deep into her brown eyes, and Leah knew she was truthful. 
 
    “Helena went to Jerusalem in search of Jesus’s tomb and the location of Golgotha, the place where Christ was crucified.” Mika continued, “In Jerusalem, the ruler before Constantine had built a pagan temple over the tomb of Jesus. Helena ordered it torn down to make way for a Christian temple. During the excavation, three crosses were unearthed. She assumed that they were the crosses of Jesus and the two thieves crucified with him. Along with the crosses, she found part of the wooden tablet that was nailed to the cross, above Jesus’s head. It wasn’t attached to any of the crosses. It read INRI, which was the Latin acronym for Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews.  
 
    “Helena was not a woman easily fooled. She had the three crosses placed side by side and had a dying woman brought to the site. She had the woman touch each of the crosses. The first two produced no reaction at all, but when the woman touched the third cross, she was immediately healed. 
 
    “Helena declared the third cross the true cross of Jesus, and Constantine ordered the building of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher on the site where we unearthed the cross. 
 
    “Both Constantine and I were at her side when she died at age eighty.” The priest bowed her head, grieving. 
 
    Mika cleared her throat. “The church canonized her, and she became St. Helena, patron saint of archeologists, converts, difficult marriages, divorced people, and empresses.” 
 
    Mika looked at her and grinned. “I qualify for none of those, but you do, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Leah studied Mika’s face for a long time. She was so much more than she appeared to be on the surface. Leah knew she would never become bored with her. Mika had more knowledge than any one person should ever possess. She had seen things Leah didn’t even know existed. She had stories of three thousand years and beyond to share with her. She made Leah believe in her God. She prayed to her God—now Leah’s God—every day. She never asked God for anything, only thanked him for her wife and son and promised she would do everything in her power to make them happy. 
 
    Leah touched her, gently running fingertips down Mika’s smooth, lovely face. “You are so much more than my lover.” Leah smiled sweetly. “You’re my best friend, my confidante, and my enthralling storyteller. You make me be a better person.” 
 
    Mika kissed the tips of her fingers. “You are why I’m on this Earth,” she said honestly. 
 
    Mika slid down into the bed, pulling Leah into her arms. She kissed her, a slow, searching kiss. “How do you feel about just making out?” Mika said hoarsely. 
 
    “Mmm… I thought you’d never ask,” Leah whispered. “You know I can do things to you…” 
 
    Mika moaned as Leah’s hands began to roam over her body. 
 
    ## 
 
    They slid into their booth at the diner, having foregone breakfast at home for an hour of restrained lovemaking. Ruth raised a knowing eyebrow. Next week was their three-month anniversary, and they seemed to be getting worse instead of better about wanting to be together. They were always discreetly touching or surveying each other with blatant desire. The eye sex between them was steamy and exciting to watch. 
 
    Their staffs had learned not to waste their time looking for them at lunch. They disappeared every day around noon and took the Gone To Lunch signs off their doors an hour or two later. Neither of them could be found in their workplace after five. They hurried home or dined in the diner so Mika could help Richie and Leah could shop or have a few hours to herself. After band practice, Mika dropped Richie off to Emily, then the rest of the night was theirs. Ruth knew they utilized their alone time in a truly wonderful way. 
 
    “Coffee, Ruth.” All the booths were full, so the sheriff sat at the counter. “Oh, I see our two love birds are at it again this morning.” 
 
    “I think they are inspiring.” Ruth smiled. “I hope I find someone to love me that way.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, word around town is they need to end the honeymoon and get back to work,” Emily huffed. 
 
    “The town seems to be doing great.” Ruth glared at the sheriff. “I know the church is growing, and Mika has made many improvements in our community. Who’s grumbling and about what?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to catch Madame Mayor in her office for a month and still haven’t been able to talk with her,” the blonde mumbled. 
 
    “Have you tried making an appointment?” Ruth asked. 
 
    “Appointment,” Emily almost spit out the word. “Mother Superior says she can never find Mika at the church.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you know Mother Superior has the hots for the priest,” Ruth whispered. “Mika’s probably just avoiding her.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that they are sneaking off and having sex during office hours,” the sheriff growled. “Jeez, they’re married; they need to act like it.” 
 
    “I do believe they only disappear during their lunch hour,” Ruth defended the couple. 
 
    “As sheriff, I think I should talk to them.” 
 
    “As Leah’s ex, I think you should mind your own business.” Ruth glared at the blonde. “This is just something you’ve made up anyway. I’ve heard no complaints, and God knows I get complaints, but not about them.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika’s phone rang. “It’s Richie. He’s calling about practice tonight. Hold on, Son. I need to step outside. I can’t hear you.” She nodded to her wife and headed for the door. 
 
    The sheriff sauntered over to the mayor. “Madam Mayor,” she said sarcastically, “I wanted to speak with you about a problem we seem to have in our town.” 
 
    “What is it, Sheriff Carver?” Leah looked up at her, a faint smirk on her lips. Lips the sheriff wanted to kiss more than anything in the world. 
 
    “There is talk of how much time you and your…the priest are out of your offices.” Emily plunged ahead, already knowing she had jumped into water over her head, “Uh, I know you are trying to make up for the two years you were abstaining—” 
 
    “Oh, no, dear.” Leah rose from the booth, fixing the sheriff with one of her most dazzling smiles. “We did that the first month we were married.”  
 
    A moan escaped the sheriff’s lips as the mayor whirled on her heel and exited the diner. “There goes my tip,” Ruth grumbled. “Thanks, Emily.” 
 
    “I’ll just get coffee to go.” Mika met her wife as she exited the diner. She knew something was wrong. “You go to your office. I’ll bring your coffee there and share Richie’s news with you.” 
 
    A frowning Mika approached the counter. “Two coffees to go, please, Ruth, and I need to pay our check.” 
 
    Mika looked around the diner and saw that the sheriff was sitting in the booth she and Leah had vacated. Emily was resting her forehead in her hands. “Did someone say something to upset my wife?” Mika asked the waitress. 
 
    Ruth related the interaction between Emily and Leah. The priest chuckled. “Emily knows better than to back Leah into a corner. She always comes out swinging.” 
 
    “Um, serves Emily right.” Ruth shook her head. “She has no one to blame but herself for where she is now.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “Coffee for my wife.” Mika held up the cup to Odette as if to prove she had a legitimate reason for seeing the mayor. 
 
    “She’s expecting you.” The secretary smiled. Damn, she is gorgeous, she thought. She totally understood why they disappeared every day at lunchtime. She also noticed the priest had a box of chocolates tucked under her arm.  
 
    Mika had searched the internet for ways to make Cranky Leah happier. It seemed chocolates were practically guaranteed to soothe the savage beast. 
 
    Leah was looking out her window that overlooked Main Street. “You know, I totally designed this town.” She turned to her wife. “It was my idea of perfection. It still is. I have come to love it and all the people in it. I feel responsible for them.” 
 
    “Much like a queen feels about her subjects.” Mika raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Leah nodded. “I feel bad for our sheriff. I wish she could find someone to love her as you love me.” 
 
    “Maybe what she needs is a change of scenery.” The priest grinned. “Richie just told me they have moved the Maine’s Got Talent contest to Augusta. They need a larger venue. Ticket sales have gone through the roof for some reason.” 
 
    The mayor raised her eyebrows as if she had no idea what her wife was saying.  
 
    “Augusta, Maine,” Mika continued. “The capitol of Maine. You really should know that, Madame Mayor.” 
 
    “Of course I know it,” Leah snapped. She had forgotten it. It wasn’t important to her. “When I conjured this town, I spent months getting our records in order and materializing records in the state capitol so we would look like we’ve been here for a hundred years. It was a living nightmare.” 
 
    “That is good to know.” Her wife grinned, slipping the box of chocolates onto her desk. “It seems the State Economic Development Department of our fair state has moved in and taken over the Maine’s Got Talent program and is putting promotion dollars behind it.” 
 
    “They just took it away from Brighton?” Leah scowled. 
 
    “I don’t think Brighton cared. The entire concept seemed to take on a life of its own. Father Dalton told me the mayor was in a fit over the amount of work and overtime his staff was doing.” 
 
    “The Augusta Civic Center can seat just over thirty-six hundred people, which will triple the seats Brighton has available for sale. The profits will still be divided among the first-, second-, and third-place winners. It seems there are multiple entries from all sixteen counties and supporters eager to cheer for their performers. Thanks to your foresight, we are the only city in our county. You invented your own county, too. Right?” 
 
    “It was easier than producing records for another county proving we have existed a hundred years.” Leah shrugged. “We are the county seat.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mika smiled, crossing the room to take Leah in her arms. “I have been in your presence for ten minutes without kissing your incredible lips. That’s a record for me, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Is the contest still set for this weekend?” Leah said softly, nibbling at Mika’s lips. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She kissed her slowly, as if she had never felt her soft, responsive lips before. Leah parted her lips and teeth, issuing Mika an open invitation. 
 
    Mika’s hands slid down her sides, coming to rest on her perfect hips. She pulled Leah tight against her. They both moaned softly as their bodies melded into one another. Leah pushed Mika back to sit on her desk, spread her legs apart, then stepped between them, never breaking their kiss. She unbuttoned Leah’s blouse and began teasing her breast through the bra. Leah clenched Mika’s hair and pulled her mouth further against her breast, moaning softly. “Suck harder, Mika,” she whispered. 
 
    “Madam Mayor, your next appointment is here.” Odette threw open the door before she realized her boss and the priest were practically making love on the mayor’s desk. 
 
    Mika immediately turned to face the door, shielding her wife from any eyes. She thanked the heavens that Leah hadn’t begun to undress her. A soft touch on Mika’s back told her Leah was presentable, and she moved across the room. 
 
    “Send Mr. Legion in,” Leah said in her most stilted voice. 
 
    Mika knew her wife detested the man but wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “Ah, Priest Mika, good day to you,” the smarmy little man greeted her. 
 
    “Mr. Legion” Mika held out her hand to shake the man’s hand. Like all Maine folks, Legion simply looked at her hand as if it were a serpent poised to strike. 
 
    “I understand we will be taking our show on the road to Augusta,” Legion addressed the mayor, dismissing the priest. 
 
    “Mika knows more about that than I do.” Leah smiled thinly. “She and the boys have been working to perfect their performance.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not really why I’m here.” Legion raised his lip in a half snarl. “You and I have other things to discuss, Madame Mayor. Congratulations on your marriage, by the way. How soon do you think we can expect the pitter-patter of little feet?” 
 
    A look of absolute terror flashed across Leah’s face. Mika had never seen her look as distraught. She staggered as she grasped her chair to sit down. Mika didn’t know what Legion was up to, but she decided to put an end to such a personal line of questioning. 
 
    “Never,” Mika exclaimed. “Not that it is any of your business, but we are both women.” 
 
    It was Legion’s turn to look disturbed. “Oh, dear,” he said slowly, “that’s not good. May I speak with the mayor alone?” 
 
    Mika casually walked between her wife and Legion and kissed her slowly, enjoying herself. “See you at lunch, darling.” She took her time leaving the room, knowing she was annoying Legion. 
 
    “Mika, darling,” Leah called after her, “thank you for the chocolates. You’re an angel.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah was already in their booth when Mika arrived. “I ordered for us.” She smiled. “I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “Anything you do is okay with me.” Mika took her hand across the table. “Legion, what business does he have with you?” 
 
    “Oh, not me personally,” Leah refused to meet her gaze, “just city business; permits and such.” 
 
    Mika looked at her for a long time. “When you’re ready to discuss it, just know whatever it is I’ll be okay with it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Strangely, we never discussed having children before we married,” Leah said softly. “Don’t you want children?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just jerking Legion’s chain,” Mika laughed. “It’s no one’s business when we plan to start our family. That is entirely your decision, but just so we are clear, I am all in favor of it. For right now, I just want to be with you.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Leah smiled hesitantly. 
 
    “Hey,” Mika squeezed her hands, “if you don’t want to have a child, that’s okay, too.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you two back with us for lunch,” Ruth laughed as she placed their order on the table. “I have missed seeing you.” 
 
    “We… um… really…” Leah stammered 
 
    Ruth tapped her nose. “Couldn’t do anything else, right?” 
 
    As Leah glared at Ruth, Mika moved the conversation toward a less personal topic, “What do you think about the boys getting to perform in Augusta?” she asked. 
 
    “Everyone’s excited,” the tall brunette gushed. “Except maybe Asher. He’s freaking out. Hopefully, he’ll get over his stage fright before this weekend.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” the priest reassured her. “He’s just a little nervous because the crowd will be big. You are going, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, we wouldn’t miss it for the world,” the waitress laughed. “A bunch of us are driving down together. Amber is getting a fancy little bus. Amber, Emily, Asher, and I will be driving the boys and their equipment. Naomi, Levi, Mother Superior, Delilah, and Samson are going in the van. That should be a hoot!” 
 
    Leah raised her eyebrows but refrained from commenting on the group in Amber’s van.  
 
    “It will be a caravan from here. Everyone is going,” Ruth continued. “You two want to ride with us?” 
 
    “No, we’ll drive our car,” Mika answered. “We’d better get hotel reservations.” She turned to Leah. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, darling.”  
 
    “Richie said we need to be there before noon Friday so they can practice Friday afternoon, and the performance is Saturday night,” the priest informed her.  
 
    Emily joined the three when she overheard the discussion about the contest. 
 
    “I would feel better if Richie rode down with us,” Leah said worriedly. “What are their sleeping arrangements? Are all the boys staying in one room? Is Emily going to be supervising?” 
 
    Her questions were rapid-fire, not giving anyone a chance to answer. 
 
    “I will take full responsibility for the boys,” Emily volunteered. “There are four adults and four boys. We will make certain they get where they’re supposed to be. If you want to reserve them a room together and a room next to them for me, that would be great. Ruth will make sure Asher gets there in one piece.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah hugged her wife’s arm tightly as they walked back to her office. “Thank you for the chocolates. I loved them.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Mika bent her head and kissed her lightly. She’d noticed Cranky Leah was in a much better mood. Apparently, chocolates worked. 
 
    ## 
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    “Our boys come on after this band,” Mika whispered to her wife. “I better go back and make certain everything is going okay.” 
 
    Leah nodded, and Mika kissed her lightly as she stood to go backstage. 
 
    Emily slid into the seat vacated by the priest. “Everything is good to go if Asher will hold it together,” she whispered in Leah’s ear. The scent of her former lover made Emily catch her breath. “Richie is incredibly excited. I hope they place. There is some awesome talent here. We are the last to perform.” 
 
    “Mika, thank God you’re here.” Richie grabbed Mika’s hand and dragged her to the dressing room. “Asher won’t stop vomiting. I don’t think he can do this.” 
 
    Asher did look every bit a madman. His eyes were wild, and drool was dripping from the sides of his mouth. Mika quickly wet a washcloth and cleaned the man’s face. 
 
    “Asher, you have to pull yourself together.” The priest shook him, trying to get him to focus. “If you don’t do this, the boys will be disqualified. You can’t let them down. They have worked too hard for this.” 
 
    Asher nodded, stood up, and fainted. 
 
    ## 
 
    The announcer did his usual introduction, the townsfolk went wild, and then the curtain slowly began to open, exposing the dark-haired singer with his back to the audience. 
 
    “Damn,” Emily breathed loudly, “I’ve never seen Asher look as sexy.” 
 
    Leah had to agree. The man wore a pair of skintight jeans and a leather motorcycle jacket. As the band began a rocking rhythm, the singer started shaking his leg, then gyrating to the music. Before he even turned around, Leah realized the singer was her wife. A sick feeling hit the pit of her stomach. As far as she knew, Mika had never practiced the vocals with the band. She had never heard her sing rock. Hymns, yes, but not rock, and she looked like Elvis Presley. 
 
    As the singer turned to face the audience, gyrating to the front of the stage, the audience went wild. The band had chosen Elvis’s hit “All Shook Up,” and Mika was certainly bringing it home.  
 
    Mika had somehow darkened her hair and added sideburns. She was almost the image of a young Elvis, complete with those sultry bedroom eyes and sensuous lips. 
 
    She had gyrated her way to the front of the stage as she reached the last verse of the song. Mika locked her gaze onto Leah’s and sang to her. 
 
    Leah was mesmerized. Mika was the most exciting performer she had ever watched. The entire auditorium was in an uproar. Spectators jumped to their feet, clapping to the driving rhythm of the band. Every time Mika sang, “I’m in love, I’m all shook up,” she gyrated her hips, and the audience went wild.  
 
    “What the hell!” Something flew by her head, and Leah realized that women were throwing their undergarments onto the stage. “Pagans,” she hissed, and ducked as a pair of panties shot across the auditorium, landing at her wife’s feet. 
 
    “Encore, Encore,” the audience was screaming and stomping their feet, refusing to quiet down until the band performed another song. 
 
    “Please may I have your attention,” the announcer attempted to gain control of the crowd, but there was no calming them down without another song from the band. Finally, Richie walked to the announcer and spoke with him. “Ladies and gentlemen, because you have demanded it, we will have one more song from these performers,” the announcer yelled. “Judges, you are to disregard the next song. It is not part of the competition.” 
 
    As Richie set the beat with his lead guitar, the drummer, bass, and piano joined in to rock the auditorium. Mika began to sing “Don’t Be Cruel.” People, old and young, were dancing in the aisles and screaming for the faux version of Elvis. Leah was transfixed by the raw animal sexuality her wife emitted from the stage.  
 
    As the song approached the ending, women began jumping on the stage and rubbing themselves against Mika. 
 
    Leah recognized crowd mentality. It had been directed at her many times as the Wicked Queen. Without guards, she knew nothing would stop the crowd from mauling her wife and son. The organizers of the concert had not anticipated a problem with crowd control, so no one was on hand to protect the performers from their admirers. 
 
    Every eye was on Mika, so no one noticed the column of warriors that suddenly formed a wall between the stage and the audience, their shields forming a barrier that couldn’t be broken. As the song ended, the audience surged toward the performers. Leah transported from the front row to backstage. She was waiting for her son and wife when they left the stage. If she hadn’t been concerned for the band’s safety, she would have been all over her wife right there behind the stage curtains. 
 
    Amber, Ruth, and Emily had pulled the bus to the back of the building, and they all ran from the door to the vehicle without being seen. They would come back tomorrow for their instruments. As the van pulled away from the building, the queen flicked her wrist and returned her warriors to their proper place. 
 
    “That was awesome.” Richie fist-pumped the air, and the other boys noisily agreed. “Mika, you were incredible. I thought we were losers when Asher fainted, but you were much better. Mom, you should have seen her,” Richie yelled to his mother at the back of the bus. 
 
    “I did,” Leah said huskily. She was so aroused by her wife’s performance that she couldn’t even think straight, much less carry on a conversation. 
 
    “When will we find out who won?” Richie asked.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Mika frowned. “That crowd was dangerous. I wasn’t sticking around to find out. I have seen performers crushed by crowds like that.” 
 
    “Thank you for saving our lives.” She leaned into Leah for a quick kiss. Leah gripped the lapels of her leather jacket and pulled Mika in, fighting the urge to devour her.  
 
    “The kids,” Mika reminded her, striving for her self-control. 
 
    “I think it is time to party,” Ruth hooted. “You guys hungry?” 
 
    “Yes,” they all yelled in unison. 
 
    “When are teenage boys not hungry?” Amber laughed. 
 
    “I ceased to qualify as a teenager long ago,” Mika said, grinning, “and frankly, that wore me out. Would you ladies mind if we entrust the boys to you and we go back to our hotel?” 
 
    “Sure,” Ruth answered for the others. 
 
    ## 
 
    It was a miracle they weren’t arrested in the lobby. Fortunately, they were the only ones on the elevator. By the time they reached their floor, Mika had Leah’s blouse unbuttoned, and she had Mika’s jeans unzipped. 
 
    They fell into their room, not wanting to break the connection between their lips. Mika’s leather jacket hit the floor followed by the rest of her Elvis costume. She quickly removed Leah’s blouse and bra, while Leah worked at sliding Mika’s jeans down her hips. Mika kicked off her shoes and jeans as she lifted Leah’s skirt and slipped it over her head. 
 
    Almost blind with lust, they attacked each other with a vengeance. “I thought you liked foreplay,” Mika gasped. 
 
    “I just sat through an hour of foreplay,” Leah growled. “I can’t wait any longer. Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    A tickling sensation danced over Mika’s entire body. “Oh, I see Magic Leah liked my performance,” she laughed. 
 
    “She loved it, darling. We’ll talk about that later.” 
 
    For the next two hours, Magic Leah demanded satisfaction, and Mika delivered. She made no effort to hush Leah’s cries as she screamed her name like a Georgian chant. Mika didn’t care. She wasn’t about to inhibit Leah in any way. 
 
    When Leah finished with Mika, she breathed air into her lungs, and she gasped as her body received the much-needed oxygen. Still panting, Mika pulled Leah into her arms and held her tightly. Mika could feel her magic still dancing just under the surface. The soft luxury of Leah in her arms was exhilarating. Mika loved the feel of Leah’s breasts against her skin.” I hope the boys had a good time,” Mika whispered, still trying to get enough air to make her vocal cords work. 
 
    “Did you have a good time?” she asked.  
 
    “Once we got to this room, I did.” Mika hugged her tighter. 
 
    “Good,” she murmured. “You know I’m not through with you yet?” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” Mika kissed her greedily.  
 
    “Right now I’d like some room service,” Leah added. “I was too nervous to eat all day. If I’d known you were performing instead of Asher, I would have been more nervous.” 
 
    “Me too,” Mika exhaled. “I’m glad it’s over.” 
 
    ## 
 
    At eight the next morning, Mika’s cell phone rang. She answered it and listened, then thanked the caller for the information they had given her. 
 
    “Well?” Leah shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “The boys won.” Mika laughed, handing her the phone. “You want to call Richie and tell him? We were first, Brighton was second, and Oxford came in third.” 
 
    Mika ordered coffee from room service while Leah called their son with the good news and made plans to meet for breakfast. They had to pick up their instruments before heading back home. Tomorrow, the boys had to go to school, and the adults had to work. 
 
    Everyone was already at the restaurant when Mika and Leah arrived. Several other townspeople were there, too. They were all laughing and talking loudly, excited about something they were watching on their cell phones. 
 
    Richie had his iPad out. “Mika, look at this. It is incredible.” The concert promoters had posted the full performance of the band on YouTube.  
 
    “Incredible?” laughed Amber. “It is phenomenal. It was posted at midnight last night. It is ten thirty right now, and this already has three million hits. Few videos get these many hits.” By the time the tired troubadours reached home, the video had garnered seven million hits. 
 
    Mika enjoyed the drive back to their town. She liked time alone with her wife. She especially liked it when they exchanged thoughts and ideas. She liked to hear Leah’s thoughts on things. 
 
    “Are you okay to drive all the way?” Leah looped her arm through Mika’s where it was resting on the console. “You didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 
    “Neither did you, my love.” She squeezed her arm.  
 
    “Mmm, but I got something so much better,” Leah said sensually. “Not being intimate with you for the past three days was very difficult.” 
 
    “I know.” Mika smiled. “I felt like an addict going cold turkey. You know, you truly are very addictive. Sometimes I worry I ask too much of you. I just can’t seem to get enough of you.” 
 
    Leah turned her head, studying Mika’s profile. “I would never tire of you,” she said softly. “We have been married three months, and our life has been one big, exciting whirlwind. You never cease to amaze me. There is never a dull moment. I have lived more in the last three months than I did in the last thirty years.” 
 
    Leah thought before she made her next statement. “I have always been concerned about the whole immortal scene. I was afraid my life would become endless boredom, but I am not sure an eternity is long enough to spend with you.” 
 
    “My sentiments, exactly.” Mika smiled. “I have to tell you. You going all queen with your guards, that was so hot. I could have jumped off that stage and made love to you in front of the entire audience.” 
 
    “I didn’t like the women throwing their undergarments at you.” Leah pouted. “What self-respecting woman would do that?” 
 
    “That disturbed me too.” Mika frowned. “With teenage boys on the stage. Not good.” 
 
    “How would you feel about taking the day off tomorrow?” Leah said softly. “Richie will be at Emily’s tonight. We would have a lot of time to ourselves.” 
 
    “I would feel like the luckiest woman in the world.” Mika grinned. 
 
    “I will make the phone calls to make that happen,” Leah said with a big smile.  
 
    ## 
 
    When Mika woke, the sun was just peeking into their bedroom. Leah was slumbering softly beside her. Leah had taken them both to heights she had never dreamed existed. Leah never ceased to thrill and amaze her. Mika knew she was going to have to step up her game to keep Leah satisfied. Mika wasn’t worried; she still had a few tricks up her sleeve. 
 
    Leah undulated the length of Mika’s body, snuggling closer to her. Mika moaned softly. 
 
    “Mmm,” Leah purred. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Yes, I didn’t mean to wake you. I need to go downstairs to my office and take care of some business before our day gets too crazy.” Based on the YouTube video hits, Mika knew the promoters would start calling as soon as the clock struck eight. 
 
    “I have some business you can take care of,” Leah murmured against her lips. 
 
    “In that case, my business can wait.” Mika grinned, pulling Leah beneath her. 
 
    After their lovemaking, Leah rose up on her elbow to look into Mika’s eyes. “I’m going to make coffee. You take care of your business.”               
 
    Leah could only hear bits and pieces of Mika’s conversation coming from her study, but she could tell from the tone of Mika’s voice that she wasn’t speaking with anyone she had ever heard her speak with before.  
 
    “It has to happen today,” Mika’s voice rose slightly. “If you can’t make this happen today, I will need to move my business to another firm. Am I clear?” Mika hung up the phone and walked from her study. 
 
    “I am going to take a quick shower.” She darted upstairs, avoiding any questions Leah might have. 
 
    Leah was already back in their bed, a steaming cup of coffee on each of their nightstands, when Mika entered the room. She had a towel wrapped around her waist. 
 
    Leah gasped slightly at the sight of her. His breasts were a work of art. Leah had never been so aware of another human’s body. Everything about her wife stirred a deep desire in her. 
 
    Mika grinned mischievously and stole Leah’s famous line. “See anything you like, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Umm,” she hummed, lifting the sheets for Mika to join her. Leah leaned in for a kiss. “As much as I have loved sleeping with a stranger for the past two nights, I truly prefer my blonde wife.” 
 
    Confusion crossed Mika’s face, then she remembered she was still a brunette with sideburns. “Oh, I forgot about this.” Mika ran her hand through her hair. It turned blonde as she touched it and the sideburns disappeared. 
 
    The shocked expression on Leah’s face told her she hadn’t expected Mika’s actions. “What?” Mika asked. 
 
    “Y-You have magic,” Leah stuttered. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she laughed. “It is not magic. It is just me. Just like you are becoming, ‘just you.’ Haven’t you noticed you don’t even have to summon your magic anymore, it’s just who you are? You don’t have to fight it or control it or concentrate on it.” 
 
    “I have noticed that.” Leah frowned, recalling how easily her magic now integrated into her everyday life and especially into her relationship with Mika. 
 
    “It is just who we are,” Mika said. 
 
    “The first time I met you, you touched me, and a great calm and feeling of peace swept over me. That was you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mika nodded. “The minute I saw your face, I knew you were the woman for whom I had been searching. I had to get your attention. You were very distraught. I have never let a day go by without seeing you after that.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” Leah smiled. 
 
    They sipped their coffee in silence, then Leah broached the subject of Mika’s business conversation. “I couldn’t help but hear fragments of your phone conversation,” she said hesitantly. “Should I know more about your personal business than I do? Like what was that phone call about?” 
 
    Mika frowned. “I don’t know why I haven’t already gone over our business holdings with you.” She bit her lip. “You’re brilliant. You will have no problem handling our affairs, just as I do. I will need at least a full day of your time and your undivided attention. No lovemaking, just concentration. Our finances are very complex, and our holdings are extensive.” 
 
    “No time, not even for mortal sex?” Leah pouted. 
 
    Mika laughed out loud. “Maybe mortal, but nothing else. Okay? Getting back to the phone call you overheard, I called our holding company, which is in Sweden, and directed them to purchase all the rights to the top ten Elvis Presley songs.” 
 
    “Why?” Leah asked. 
 
    “You heard the uproar at the concert in Augusta,” Mika explained. “I don’t know if you read the fine print of the contract you signed giving Richie permission to participate in the contest. One of the things you agreed to, as his guardian, was one additional concert of the promoter’s choice. From experience and the reaction to the YouTube video, I know this is going to cause an entirely new Elvis craze to sweep this country. Also, if the band does a concert, us owning the rights to Elvis’s ten greatest hits will save us a lot of time and trouble getting permission to use his songs for the concert and recordings.”  
 
    “And here I thought you were just another pretty face.” Leah smiled. “That is very brilliant of you.” 
 
    “Since we are immortal,” Mika said, “we do need to plan for a very long future. I have a feeling, my queen, you would not be happy spending eternity as a peasant.” 
 
    “As long as I’m with you,” Leah said as she snuggled into her, “I truly wouldn’t care.” 
 
    Mika knew she was telling the truth. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah was in the shower. Mika was dressed and in her study when it sounded like a crowd was beating down their front door. 
 
    Mika answered the door. Richie, Emily, and the entire Samson family flooded into her home, followed by Asher, the band members, Ruth, and Amber.  
 
    Everyone started talking at once. 
 
    “Mika, I’ve been calling you and Mom all morning.” Richie’s voice was shrill with excitement. 
 
    “Yeah, our phones have been ringing off the wall because no one can reach you,” the sheriff added. 
 
    Amber placed her hand on Mika’s arm and said quietly, “City Hall is in an uproar. They have had too many phone calls; the switchboard has locked up.” 
 
    “They keep calling me because they think I was the lead singer of the band. My name was the one in the program.” Asher twitched uncontrollably. 
 
    “What is all this noise about?” A beautiful, commanding voice resonated throughout the mansion as Leah majestically descended the stairs dressed in her usual impeccable business suit. 
 
    Silence fell over the small crowd.  
 
    “My queen.” Asher fell to his knees. Suddenly Delilah, Samson, the band members, and Ruth followed his example. “You must take care of this.” 
 
    “Please,” a regal Leah motioned for them to rise. “We aren’t in the Holy Lands anymore. What’s going on?” 
 
    Once again, everyone began talking at once. 
 
    The landline in Mika’s office rang. “Would you take care of that, honey?” she asked Leah. “I’ll try to sort out what is going on here.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you answered your phones?” Richie cried. 
 
    “We were tired when we arrived home last night, so we turned off our cell phones.” Mika frowned. “We knew you were with Emily, so we didn’t anticipate any problems.” 
 
    “This contest thing has gotten out of hand.” Richie calmed down slightly. “They want us to go on tour and do concerts and record and appear on TV. No one knows what to do. You and Mom have to talk to them.” 
 
    Leah returned to the room. “The transaction is complete. The purchase has been made.” She smiled at her wife.  
 
    “Do you have a phone number where we can contact someone?” she addressed her son. 
 
    Richie handed her a slip of paper with several phone numbers. “The guy’s name is Marcus Devon. He gave me his cell, home, and office number. He said it was imperative that we contact him today.” 
 
    “Why don’t we all meet at the diner at one for lunch?” Leah smiled as she hugged her son. “We’ll find out what they want, then we can all discuss it and decide what to do.” She turned her gaze to her son. “Richie, why aren’t you in school?” 
 
    “We canceled school today,” Delilah spoke up, “in celebration of the band’s win.” 
 
    “As Richie’s other mother, I would like some input into any contracts or recording deals the band makes.” Emily scowled. 
 
    Leah handed her the slip of paper. “Be my guest.” She raised an eyebrow and smiled slightly. 
 
    “Well, n-no,” Emily stammered. “I don’t want to handle it. Hell, I will just see you at the diner.” Her efforts to spend more time with the brunette were stymied. 
 
    They herded everyone out of their home and discussed their next move.  
 
    “As Richie’s legal guardian, I think you should talk with them.” Mika frowned. “If that is okay with you.” 
 
    Leah nodded as she walked into her office and began dialing the cell phone number on the slip of paper. She put the call on the speakerphone so her wife could hear the discussion. 
 
    “Marcus Devon,” a smooth, confident voice blasted over the speakerphone. 
 
    “Mr. Devon.” Leah was in full mayor mode. “This is Mayor Leah Cross. I’m returning your call concerning my son Richie and his band The Choirboys.” 
 
    “Mayor Cross, thank you so much for returning my call.” Marcus’s voice was calm and nonthreatening. “I’m calling to schedule the next concert for Richie’s band. I wondered if we might meet and discuss the particulars.” 
 
    “Could you give me a little additional information now?” Leah’s voice was pure honey. “For instance, do you have a timeframe and location for the next concert? It is just one more concert, correct?” 
 
    “That is what we would like to discuss with you,” Marcus answered. “Based on what we saw in Augusta, we would like to offer Richie and the Choirboys a recording contract. Of course, we would need them to travel. Make personal appearances. Do TV talk shows. You know, the whole nine yards.” 
 
    “As I understand it,” Leah purred, “my son is contractually committed to performing one more concert. Is that correct?” 
 
    “That is true,” Marcus turned on the charm, “but surely you wouldn’t want to stand in the way of your son becoming a recording star. He has tremendous charisma and audience appeal.”  
 
    “Mr. Devon, my son is thirteen.” Leah’s tone was very cool. “The only thing I want him to become is a high school and college graduate. After that, he can choose his career.” 
 
    “Thirteen?” Marcus sounded shocked. “Oh, no, I am talking about the lead singer of the band. Isn’t his name Richie Anthal, or is it this Asher fellow?” 
 
    “Neither,” Leah said sharply, “the lead singer became ill just before the performance, and we talked someone else into filling in so the band wouldn’t be disqualified.” 
 
    “I apologize.” Marcus sounded genuinely concerned. “We’re interested in the singer. Of course, we will take the band too, if that’s a deal breaker. Oh, and can you give me the number of the company that provided your security? Those warriors were awesome, and I don’t use that word loosely, Madam Mayor.” 
 
    Mika shook her head. 
 
    “Mr. Devon, we are willing to fulfill the clause in the contract that requires our band to perform one concert in the location of the contest organizer’s choice, but we aren’t interested in any additional contracts or commitments,” the mayor said with finality. 
 
    “Do you know how we can get in touch with the singer?” Marcus pressed for information. “Could we set up an appointment to meet with you and the singer to discuss this in person? I am headquartered in New York, but I will be happy to come to your office or any other place of your choice.” 
 
    “May I call you back in about fifteen minutes?” Leah stalled. 
 
    “Certainly,” Marcus said kindly. “May I ask you a question before you hang up?” 
 
    “Yes,” Leah said suspiciously. 
 
    “Are you the stunning brunette that accompanied the band to Augusta?” Marcus was a pro at using flattery to get what he wanted. 
 
    “There are several brunettes in our group,” Leah answered. “All of them are stunning.” 
 
    “I will wait for your call,” a chastised Marcus said. He knew he had met his match in Mayor Leah Cross. 
 
    Mika watched her wife’s eyes as she hung up the phone. She enjoyed the verbal fencing with Marcus Devon but was extremely irritated by his attempt to sway her with flattery. As queen, she had learned that flattery was the most belittling form of negotiation, and only the simple-minded fell for it.  
 
    “It appears that you will have to meet with him to settle this,” Mika said. “He can’t know who I am. The church would not be happy if they started receiving phone calls about their rock n’ roll priest.” 
 
    “We… we will meet with him.” Leah frowned. “We will work out the time and place of the next concert, meet our contractual commitments, then be done with this. With your priest clothes and your blonde hair, you look nothing like the rock star. Except for those gorgeous eyes and sensuous lips.” She ran the tip of her tongue along Mika’s full bottom lip. 
 
    “Let’s set the meeting in New York.” Mika smiled. “You and I own a wonderful penthouse there. We can make it a small getaway for us while conducting business on behalf of the town. I want to take you to Niagara Falls.” 
 
    “Um,” Leah hummed. “We could leave on Wednesday. Meet with Mr. Devon on Thursday and have the rest of the weekend for ourselves. I would love that.” 
 
    She called Marcus back. “I will be in New York next Thursday. If you would like to schedule an appointment any time that afternoon, I’ll be happy to meet with you in your office.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could discuss this over drinks and dinner?” Marcus turned on the charm. 
 
    “I already have dinner plans.” Leah winked at her wife. “I’m certain I’ll be busy most of the evening. A one or two o’clock meeting in your office would be best for me.” 
 
    “Two would be good for me.” Marcus sighed softly. “Let me give you my address.” 
 
    Leah wrote down the address, then bid the man good day. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika looked at her watch. “Looks like we have an hour to kill before meeting everyone. How about that long overdue tour of our home?” 
 
    “The only rooms you haven’t seen are upstairs.” Leah led the way to the second floor. “You’ve seen Richie’s old room,” she said as they passed the door. Next to Richie’s room was a nursery. 
 
    “This was Richie’s nursery.” She opened the door to a well-lit room decorated in blues and ivory. It still had Richie’s crib and changing table. It was furnished beautifully with all the furniture one would need for a baby. 
 
    “Is there any chance we will ever put this room to use?” Mika smiled shyly. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she said softly. 
 
    There were two large suites on the other side of the nursery.               
 
    The west wing included Richie’s current bedroom furnished with more adult furniture than his original room had contained. The room was large, with a desk, dresser, sitting area, and a full bed. 
 
    Four more guest rooms were furnished in her wife’s exquisite style. 
 
    “So, we have six extra bedrooms and a nursery,” Mika ran the numbers in her head. “Were you planning on entertaining a lot when you arrived here?” 
 
    “I was planning on a large family,” she said sadly, “but things change.” 
 
    “Mom,” Richie called from downstairs, “they sent me to get you. Everyone is anxious to find out what’s going on.” 
 
    ## 
 
    A hush fell over the crowded diner as the mayor and priest entered with their son. “What’s up?” The sheriff broke the silence. 
 
    “Mika and I have a meeting with the contest director next Thursday,” Leah explained. “The boys are contractually bound to perform one more concert, the time and place to be decided by the contest committee. We intend to make it clear that much more security must be in place for our boys. The Augusta performance could have been a disaster if all of you hadn’t been there.” 
 
    The crowd murmured and nodded in agreement with their mayor. 
 
    “Hopefully, we can schedule the performance at a time when school is out, so the boys won’t have to miss school,” the mayor added. “Asher, do you think you can pull it together to perform?” 
 
    “No… no way,” the shaking man stuttered before he rushed to the bathroom. Nausea overcame him just thinking about performing. 
 
    “Mika has to do it,” Ruth yelled. “She was dynamite. She has gone viral on YouTube.” 
 
    The crowd roared in approval. 
 
    Leah glanced quickly at her wife. “I am sure Mika will do whatever we need to do to fulfill our obligations. For the rest of this week, let’s all get back to our daily lives. I know Mika and I have plenty to do before we go to New York next week.” 
 
    “Have you been watching the news?” Samson asked Leah. “Mika is all they can talk about on TV. Everyone is asking who he is. Everyone thinks the lead singer is a man. Someone did a video of the security you provided. They are going crazy over that too. That video had three million hits.” 
 
    “People want to know who arranged for them. How to get in touch with them. Who would think warriors would cause such a stir?” Delilah huffed. 
 
    “As I recall, they always did.” Leah smiled at Delilah. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika and Leah spent the following week answering questions and smiling at suggestions given them by the citizens of New Judah. Everyone was talking about the excitement of the Choirboys Band.  
 
    Leah finished putting her last garment into the suitcase. “I’ve never been to a place as large as New York City,” she admitted. “I’m a little nervous.”  
 
    “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” Mika assured her. “New York is just like any other city, only larger. It won’t hurt you.”  
 
    “I’m not worried that New York will hurt me,” Leah laughed. “I’m concerned that I’ll hurt New York.”  
 
    Mika shook her head. “Yes, I’d forgotten that if you’re startled or frightened. you have the power to level New York. That is something we’ll have to guard against.” Leah nodded in agreement. 
 
    “New York will just have to take her chances,” Mika chuckled. “Looks like we’re moving into the next chapter of our lives, my queen.” 
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 CHAPTER 1 - Negotiating with the Queen 
 
      
 
    Mika had let the building management know that she would be arriving on Wednesday with her new wife. There was a great deal of excitement among the staff. The caretakers were employees who called Cross Towers their home. All of them were very fond of their employer and often worried that she had lived a solitary life without the benefit of companionship. There was a great deal of discussion about her wife. 
 
    “No need to pack,” Mika kissed Leah lightly. “You will be astounded by the clothes in New York and will most likely want to bring a few new outfits home with you.” 
 
    Richie gave them a hug and ran out the door, eager to meet with his friends on their way to school. 
 
    “You want to transport into your penthouse?” Leah raised an eyebrow questioningly. “What about transportation once we arrive?”  
 
    “Yes,” Mika nodded. “There’s a car for us at the apartments.” 
 
    “Why don’t I do the honors,” Mika agreed, “since I know where we’re going?” Lacing their hands together, they closed their eyes. When they opened them, they were standing in a gorgeous room with two walls of glass. They had views overlooking the Hudson River, and various landmarks in New York. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Leah exhaled. 
 
    “So beautiful,” Mika whispered, taking in her wife’s wide-eyed beauty. She led her through the apartment showing her the various rooms. “And last, but not least, our bedroom.” 
 
    Leah surveyed the room, mentally making changes in it. 
 
    “The entire penthouse would benefit from your decorating skills,” Mika admitted as she led Leah through her bachelorette quarters. “It has never had another woman’s touch. Like me, it desperately needs it.” She stepped behind Leah as she looked out the window and wrapped her arms around the brunette. 
 
    Leah turned in her arms and kissed her, slowly moving her lips against Mika’s, driving her crazy. 
 
    “We better let the staff know we’re here,” Mika gasped, “We don’t want them innocently walking in on us making love.” 
 
    A shiver traveled the length of Leah’s body. She loved the way Mika had already planned that they would come together at some point today. 
 
    Mika picked up the apartment phone and pushed three numbers. “If you ever need anything, dial 511 for the office,” she told her wife.  
 
    “Mrs. Worth, this is Mika. I just wanted to let you know we’re in the penthouse. What would be a good time for us to meet with you today? After a brief pause, she said, “That’s perfect. See you in half an hour in the conference room.” 
 
    “Hum…what can we do for half an hour?” She smiled. “I know.” Mika led her to the side of the room overlooking New York. “I can point out some of the famous landmarks.” 
 
    Leah pretended to pout indicating that her wife’s idea of a good way to pass half an hour wasn’t the same as hers. The time quickly passed as Mika showed her landmarks Leah had seen on the internet and TV. 
 
      
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    Mika ushered her wife into the room full of anxious employees. Just as she anticipated, there was a collective gasp from the room as they encountered the beauty that was her wife. She was extremely proud of Leah and pleased with the staff’s reaction to her. 
 
    Leah ducked her head slightly to hide the blush that was creeping up her neck.  
 
    “Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with us,” Mika smiled. “I wanted you to meet my wife, Leah.” 
 
    Leah smiled her most endearing smile and moved around the room, shaking hands with each staff member, as her wife introduced them. She was gracious and charming, as only she could be when she wanted to. 
 
    The priest was very pleased that her wife was as beautiful on the inside as she was on the outside. 
 
    While Leah visited with the staff, Mika arranged for James to drive them to the meeting with Marcus tomorrow. Then she visited with Mrs. Worth for a few minutes arranging for outings she wanted to share with her wife during their stay. 
 
    “We are going to do some sightseeing today,” Mika explained, “and have some business to transact tomorrow. We will be here at least until Sunday. Everything is immaculate. I deeply appreciate the way you take care of our home.” 
 
    “Mika,” a portly lady in an apron, stepped forward, “lunch is about to be served. We would love it if you and your beautiful wife joined us.” 
 
    Mika glanced at Leah, and she nodded. “We would love to do that, Cook.” Mika was sure she had another name, but for decades, she had known her only as Cook.  
 
    “We’re going to run up and change into something comfortable and adequate for a walking tour of some of my favorite places,” Mika grinned. “Give us about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Lunch will be on the table when you return,” Cook smiled. 
 
    In the room, Leah found that Mika had arranged for several outfits for various occasions. All were excellent and fit her perfectly. Mika had certainly captured Leah’s flair for clothes, and she loved everything in her closet. 
 
    The pair donned casual attire and comfortable walking shoes before meeting the staff for lunch. The meal was delightful. Everyone was interested in what the priest had been doing and how she had finally gotten married. 
 
    “We had given up on her,” the building engineer told Leah. “We had decided she was a confirmed bachelorette. She has never dated.” 
 
    Mika blushed slightly and said, “I was looking for Leah. Once I found her, I had no hesitation. Except, of course, that she might not have me. I think she just took pity on me and married me to put me out of my misery.”  
 
    Everyone laughed, agreeing that Leah was certainly worth the wait. 
 
    As they prepared to begin their sightseeing, Mrs. Worth handed Mika an envelope that contained tickets and passes Mika had requested. 
 
    “The best way to introduce you to New York is with a Grey Line Tour,” Mika laughed, pulling two VIP All Access Passes from the envelope. “We will spend this afternoon just taking the bus tour which will give you a good overview of New York. In the morning, we can take the ferry to Ellis Island and visit the Statue of Liberty. Thank goodness it is unseasonably warm for November.” She didn’t add that she had arranged for the weather. 
 
    Leah laced her fingers between Mika’s and leaned against her. It felt different being with Mika in a strange new city. Leah hadn’t traveled very far beyond the boundaries of her town, and everything was new and interesting. Being with Mika made everything exciting. They laughed and talked, snuggled and kissed a lot. 
 
    ##   
 
    Sitting on top of the double-decker tour bus, Leah made notes on sites she wanted to return to and visit in-depth.  Mika loved her enthusiasm and the way she kept asking questions about places and things. Mika had been to New York many times in her travels, but it had never been as wonderful and exhilarating as it was with Leah. Leah was like a breath of fresh air in a life that had been stagnant far too long. 
 
    The sun was setting when they got off the tour bus at the stop closest to their penthouse. They walked in silence, both happy just to be with the other. 
 
    Approaching their destination, Leah noticed for the first time how elegant Cross Towers was. Mika explained that the staff lived in the building and were always available if she needed them. 
 
    “Would you like to go to a musical tonight,” Mika asked as they took the elevator to their room. 
 
    “Honestly,” Leah smiled coyly, “What I would like most is to take a nice hot shower and spend the rest of the night making love to my wonderful wife.” 
 
    Mika kissed her longingly, trying to assuage the ache in her chest. “That’s the most exciting thing I’ve heard all day,” she murmured against Leah’s lips. 
 
    They didn’t linger in the shower. They wanted to lie down in each other’s arms as soon as possible. 
 
    Mika held Leah in her arms inhaling the fresh, sweet scent of her. The touch of Leah’s skin against hers was intoxicating. Mika knew that she would always cherish everything she did with Leah. Every time with Leah was like the first time, new, intense, overwhelming, mercilessly fueling her raging desire for the brunette. 
 
    Leah slowly moved her hands over Mika’s body, touching her softly. The air around them charged with high-voltage kinetic energy.  
 
    “Are you coming out to play, Your Majesty?” Mika pulled Leah tighter, causing her to exhale sharply. 
 
    “If you’re scared,” Leah said, her voice dark with desire, “we can make mortal love. I’m good at that, too.” 
 
    “No, give me all you’ve got” Mika growled deeply in her throat, “Show me just how good you are, my Queen.” 
 
    Leah kissed her, parting her lips and engaging Mika’s tongue in a sensual duel of desire. She nibbled at Mika’s lower lip. “I love your lips,” she moaned as she roughly moved hers against Mika’s. 
 
    “What about you, priest?” she shot a tingle through Mika’s body. “Are you going to be an angel tonight or do I have to do all the heavy lifting?” She smiled as she straddled Mika. 
 
    “You know that is too dangerous,” Mika groaned as Leah trailed her electrifying fingers from Mika’s abdomen up to her neck. “Only on the ocean is it safe.” 
 
    “But, tell me, Your Majesty, what do you think of this?” 
 
    Mika placed her hand on Leah’s back and desire shot through her. A noise between a whimper and a plea escaped her beautiful lips as she threw her head back and cried out Mika’s name. 
 
    Mika made a deep guttural sound as Leah filled her with her magic, and she returned the pleasure.  
 
    Leah cried out as Mika easily turned her, so Mika was on top. The desperate need for Mika that Leah had fought all day overwhelmed them both as she bit and clawed to pull Mika into her. She urged Mika’s mouth open as her tongue sought the blonde’s. Their teeth gnashed and swollen lips pressed harder, seeking more.  She pulled Mika’s bottom lip into her mouth and bit it gently at first, then painfully as she sought to merge with the angel and all that she was.  
 
    The overwhelming sensations Mika sent tearing through her body, took away her breath. Queens aren’t easily satiated when decades of pent-up desire demand release. Her magic danced in her mind, gleefully loving the angel. Leah was blind with lust and only tasted the blood as it dripped from Mika’s lip into her mouth. She sucked at her wildly, raking her nails down Mika’s back and crying out her name repeatedly. 
 
    “I thought I married a witch, not a vampire,” Mika growled in her ear as she lifted Leah from the bed and merged their bodies and their minds. Mika was strong, incredibly powerful, demanding and Leah loved everything Mika was doing to her. Somewhere her magic had ceased to battle for control and simply became a part of Mika binding them together. 
 
    The sensory overload was almost unbearable. Leah couldn’t get enough of her wife. Couldn’t give her enough. Couldn’t make her understand how devastated she would be without her, but Mika knew, just as she knew. They were experiencing one another’s feelings, battling to heighten and enhance their lovemaking to please each other and themselves. 
 
    Clinging to each other, they transcended the lovemaking of mortals, as they followed a desire so powerful there was no pulling back. No slowing down. No breaking apart until their very essence lay smoldering in the darkness. 
 
    Mika rolled over on her back, pulling Leah on top of her, both fighting for breath. As Mika’s vision returned, she put her mouth on Leah’s and breathed into her. Leah gasped and whispered Mika’s name. It was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. 
 
    “Leah,” she cried softly.  
 
    Leah lay between Mika’s breasts. She could feel her heart echo the pounding of her own. Neither moved for a long time. 
 
    Mika thought Leah had fallen asleep, but she moved slightly. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mika rasped, trying to find enough strength to talk. 
 
    “Umm,” she murmured. 
 
    Leah slowly raised her head and looked into Mika’s eyes, paying silent tribute to the woman who was her wife. 
 
    “You are my every fantasy,” Mika said softly, “the complete embodiment of centuries of desire. You are worth the three-thousand-year search.” 
 
    Leah collapsed back onto her chest. 
 
    Leah felt Mika’s hand leave her back and touch her own face and ears. “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    Mika laughed softly. “You look like the epitome of blood lust. I was checking to see if all my body parts are intact.” 
 
    Leah rolled off Mika. Still unable to comprehend what had just happened to them, but totally satiated. Magic Leah had left the room. She knew she had met her match and loved it.               
 
    ## 
 
    After what seemed like hours, Leah sat up when Mika handed her a bottle of water. She gasped when she saw her reflection in the dresser mirror. She was covered in blood. “Oh, my God, Mika. Are you okay?” She turned to examine her wife. 
 
    “All parts intact and accounted for,” Mica grinned. “I think we both went a little crazy on each other’s lips.” 
 
    Leah touched Mika’s lips as Mika touched hers and the painful swelling and bite marks disappeared. Mika ran warm water on two wash clothes and brought them to the bed to wash Leah. 
 
    Mika’s love and gentleness never ceased to astound her. Leah silently gave Thanks to God for her wife. 
 
    The sun was coming up as she slipped into sleep. She smiled that they had made love all night. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Mika, darling, wake up,” she shook Mika gently. “We’re going to be late for our appointment.” 
 
    Mika reached for her, but Leah was already out of bed, headed for the shower. “I will shower here. You use the one in the other bedroom.” 
 
    “We showered last night,” Mika groaned. 
 
    “And yet we both smell like sex,” Leah threw over her shoulder as she left the room. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika stood looking at the sailboats on the river. She wore her priest clothes, black slacks and jacket with a black shirt and white collar. A golden French braid rested against her back. 
 
    “Mika, darling…” Leah stopped mid-sentence as she saw Mika’s eyes darken with desire at the sight of her. She smiled knowingly. “We need to be leaving.” 
 
    Mika didn’t move, only stood drinking in the sight of her beauty. “You are gorgeous,” she breathed. 
 
    “Thank you,” Leah ducked her head slightly, blushing at the praise. Leah was used to men and women reacting to her beauty, but no one had ever blatantly coveted her with uninhibited desire, as Mika did.  
 
    “That isn’t one of the dresses I selected for you,” Mika noted, “Although, it is exquisite on you.” 
 
     “I transported it to me. It’s one of my favorites. I caught an axe in midair, wearing this dress,” she scowled. 
 
    “Um…now you’ve caught a priest, wearing it,” Mika struggled to get her emotions under control. 
 
    Leah started toward her. “Don’t!” Mika pleaded. “Unless you want to spend the rest of the day in bed.” 
 
    “That’s a tempting offer,” Leah tilted her head slightly, “but I suppose we should keep our appointment with Mr. Devon.” She picked up her purse and walked to the elevator doors. 
 
    Mika quickly crossed the room and pressed the button, opening the door for her. She was still reeling from Leah’s beauty. “You know you’re supposed to negotiate with Marcus, not seduce him,” Mika winked. 
 
    Leah waived her hand down the front of her and smiled. “Oh, this isn’t for Mr. Devon, darling. It’s all for you.” 
 
    “Excuse me a minute,” Mika laughed “while I keep my knees from buckling.” Mika was thankful the elevator doors had opened, and she could lean against the sides of the car as it began its descent. 
 
    James was waiting at the curb for them. He opened the door of the white limo as Leah walked from their building. James half bowed, as she nodded her thanks to him. Mika entered from the other side of the car so Leah wouldn’t have to slide across the seat. 
 
    “This is grand,” Leah smiled. “When you said we had a car at the penthouse, I never dreamed it would be a limousine, and a white one. I forget about you good guys and your white.” 
 
    “Don’t forget,” Mika took her hand, “you are one of the good guys, too.” 
 
    Leah nodded happily, as she examined the interior of the car. James had a bottle of her favorite wine iced in the bucket sitting on the small bar along with two wine glasses. She could see a plate of cheeses and crackers through the glass door of a small refrigerator. She was thankful for that since they had skipped breakfast. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at her wife. “To celebrate after you finish with Marcus,” Mika grinned. 
 
    “Hum, I think the celebration will start after I finish with you,” she lowered her voice and looked at Mika seductively. 
 
    Mika tried to control the fire that shot throughout her body but failed. Thankfully, their destination was thirty minutes away. 
 
    “Stop doing that to me,” Mika pleaded. “Unless you want me to wait in the car for you.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Leah laughed. “I want you at my side.” 
 
    The car stopped in front of one of the newer, gauche buildings of New York. James immediately opened the door for Leah, while Mika joined her on the sidewalk. They were inside the building when Leah noticed she had left her purse in the car. “Mika, I left my purse in the car. Will I need it?” 
 
    “Probably. People want to see identification when signing contracts.” She was already calling James. “You go on up. I will get your purse.” 
 
    It took James ten minutes to negotiate the traffic and one-way streets of New York and get back to Mika. The priest quickly snatched the purse from the back of the limo and headed for Marcus’ office. 
 
    ## 
 
    Marcus Devon was a player. At the top of his field. At only thirty-eight, he was considered one of New York’s most eligible and desirable bachelors. Over six feet tall, with the body of an athlete, he had always had his pick of the women in his city, both married and single. His dark good looks and easy smile had always opened doors for him. He re-read the contract as he waited for Mayor Cross to keep her appointment.  
 
    Marcus rose slowly from his desk as his secretary ushered Leah Cross into his office. Normally he moved quickly but found he was mesmerized by the beauty of the woman being introduced to him. He shook his head slightly to clear the haze that had engulfed him and tried to overcome the feeling of moving in slow motion as he stared at the woman. 
 
    “Mr. Devon,” she spoke his name again. “Are you okay,” 
 
    “Mayor Cross, what a pleasure it is to meet you.” He extended his hand, but she had already walked past him and seated herself in a chair in front of his desk. He shook his head again, trying to clear the inappropriate thoughts that had taken up residence in his mind. 
 
    Marcus Devon was accustomed to dealing with beautiful women, but he had never seen anyone as majestically breathtaking as the mayor. He nervously shuffled the papers on his desk, desperately trying to make his tongue work. 
 
    She smiled and waited for him to initiate the conversation. She was even more glorious when she smiled. He felt a light sheen of perspiration cover his forehead and chastised himself for behaving like a teenage boy. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
    The door to his office opened, and his secretary ushered in a priest almost as magnificent as the woman seated in front of him. The brilliant smile that brightened the mayor’s face at the sound of the priest’s voice told Marcus Devon everything he needed to know. Mayor Cross was in love with her parish priest. His mind began to work, and he quickly filed that tidbit of knowledge away for future hardball negotiations. 
 
    Moving quickly, Marcus crossed the room and shook hands with Mika. “It was kind of you to accompany the mayor on this trip,” Marcus smiled. 
 
    Mika flashed a dazzling smile and nodded. “You know, the old two heads are better than one,” she said. “However, I seriously doubt Mayor Cross will need my help.” 
 
    “I do rather enjoy your company, dear,” Leah turned her brilliant smile on the priest. 
 
    Not nearly as much as she enjoys yours, Marcus thought to himself as he watched the priest’s eyes rest momentarily on the mayor’s cleavage. Marcus growled to himself. He hadn’t even noticed her other assets. He had never gotten past her perfect face. 
 
    “Nice purse,” Marcus couldn’t help jabbing at the priest for no other reason than to pull his eyes away from the mayor. 
 
    “Oh,” the priest handed the purse to Leah, “Mayor Cross accidently left this in the car.” 
 
    “Mr. Devon,” the mayor seemed impatient, “If we can go over the plans for the next concert now that would be nice. I have a very pressing appointment this afternoon.” 
 
    Marcus noticed her emphasis on pressing and the priest’s blush. “Yes,” he cleared his throat. “We are considering several venues and would like to leave our options open to see how ticket sales go. Where we hold the concert will depend on dates available.” 
 
    “May I see a list of the venues and the seating capacity of each,” she asked. 
 
    Marcus handed her a list that ranged from Radio City Music Hall in New York with a capacity just over 6,000 to The American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas with a seating capacity over 19,000. 
 
    “We would prefer the Music Hall with the smaller capacity,” the mayor said firmly. “I am concerned for our children and the performers. If we hadn’t had the foresight to bring our security, I fear our band members would have been in grave danger from the mob.” 
 
    “We don’t refer to our ticket holders as a mob,” Marcus grimaced. “Honestly, in all fairness to the contest promoters, no one expected your singer to blow away the crowd the way he did.” 
 
    “You won’t have to worry about that,” the mayor smiled slightly. “We will be substituting another singer for him. He just stepped in to help us out in an emergency.” 
 
    “Could you provide me with his contact information,” Marcus picked up a pen and began doodling on his pad. “Perhaps I can persuade him to perform with the band one more time.” 
 
    “He has specifically asked us not to give out any information about him,” Leah insisted. 
 
    “I assume you have read the contract; I believe you signed,” the agent began flipping through his copy of their contract. “In the fine print on page twelve, you will notice it specifically says, ‘all original performers must participate in the second concert.'” 
 
    “Yes, I did see that,” Leah scowled. “What if we have no knowledge of whom the man is and have no idea how to contact him?” 
 
    “Then we would have no choice but to declare your Choir Boys ineligible to win and the first place would go to the band from Brighton.” 
 
    Leah looked down, studying her hands. She truly wanted to accept the disqualification but knew being disqualified would be a big disappointment to Richie, the band, and the entire town. The thought of the women rubbing all over her wife sent a wave of fury through her.  
 
    Mika placed a calming hand on her arm. “I’m certain Mayor Cross will be able to persuade the singer to perform.” 
 
    “Okay,” the mayor growled. “We will bring the same singer, but only if we get to select the venue from your list, and the performance is scheduled before Christmas.” 
 
    Marcus considered her proposal for several minutes, weighing the pros and cons of it. “What venue?” he asked. 
 
    “Radio City Music Hall,” she said, selecting the hall guaranteeing the smallest crowd. 
 
    Marcus nodded. “What about talk show appearances, interviews, etc?” he pushed. 
 
    “If it can happen in December,” the Mayor said. “The band members are out of school the entire month of December to celebrate Christ’s birthday.” 
 
    “You are religious?” Marcus queried.  
 
    “Yes,” she smiled proudly. The priest’s smile let her know how pleased she was with her. Leah’s eyes locked with Mika’s and held a little too long. 
 
    You are sleeping with your parish priest; Marcus thought as he watched the brief exchange between Mika and Leah. 
 
    “How long will you be in town?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Leah smiled her politician’s smile. 
 
    “I just need to go over this with the promoters. Using the Music Hall greatly limits the income from ticket sales.” I want to get you alone. Marcus thought. 
 
    “Call me before noon tomorrow,” the Mayor instructed. “After that, I will be unavailable.” 
 
    “I will do my best to have an answer for you, this evening,” Marcus smiled, his white teeth sparkling against his dark complexion. “Perhaps we can finalize things over dinner.” 
 
    Leah brought her left hand to her lips, trying to decide her answer. It was then Marcus noticed the wedding band on her left hand. 
 
    “What an exquisite ring,” Marcus frowned.  
 
    “Yes,” she smiled, “My wife is a woman of exceptional taste.” 
 
    “In every way,” Marcus said as he slowly let his eyes move from her face to her body and back. If she is married and having an affair with her priest, she is not as prudish as she appears and obviously fools around, he thought. He had to find a way to be alone with her. 
 
    Marcus’ blatant scanning of her wife’s body did not escape Mika’s attention. Leah ignored it. Men had always looked at her that way. She was used to it. It always worked to her advantage. 
 
    “What time?” she asked finally.  
 
    “What time, what?” Marcus pulled from his thoughts of her. 
 
    “Dinner tonight,” she smiled, “what time and where?” 
 
    “Seven. I will pick you up.” Marcus smiled slyly. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” she stood. “Just text me the restaurant name and address. I will be there at seven.” 
 
    “Mika,” Marcus addressed the priest, “there is a special mass tonight at Old St Peters. You might enjoy it. St. Peters is the oldest Catholic Church in New York.  It is quite lovely.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the priest nodded as she followed the mayor out of the office. 
 
    James was waiting for them when they walked from the building. Once they settled in the car, Mika leaned over and kissed her gently. “It was all I could do not to strike him blind,” she scowled. 
 
    Leah nodded, “Wasn’t he typical?” 
 
    “A typical lecherous male,” Mika huffed. “Men like him give the gender a bad name.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, darling, but most men are like him. I’m afraid there are few exceptions.” Leah’s eyes danced as she spoke to her wife. “Is there a way to give us privacy in this limo?” 
 
    Mika pushed a button, and a partition slid up between the driver and the passengers.  
 
    Leah slid her dress up to her waist, as she straddled her wife’s lap, kissing her deeply. Mika was pleased to find Leah wore no undergarments. A look of surprise crossed Leah’s face as Mika pulled away from her lips. After a moment’s hesitation, Mika pushed the intercom button. “James, please drive around until further notice,” she said trying to keep the excitement out of her voice. 
 
    Mika kissed her cheek, her ear, slowly moving down her neck. Her chest ached as she inhaled the scent of Leah. “Leah, I love you, so much,” she breathed into her hair. Mika’s hands slid down Leah’s back, then back up to the zipper of her dress. She slowly eased it down along with the top of the dress. She kissed each new inch of skin revealed as she undressed her wife. Mika kissed the flesh she had been eyeing during the entire meeting, slowly kissing and caressing her ample breasts as Leah moaned her approval.  
 
    “Yes, oh yes, baby,” she whispered. “You know what I like.” Leah tangled her hands in Mika’s blonde hair, pulling Mika’s head harder against her as she strained toward her. 
 
    Still holding Mika tightly to her breast, with one hand, Leah let the other slide down to unfasten her slacks. She was briefly gleeful Mika hadn’t worn a belt. Leah flicked her wrist, and Mika’s slacks were on the floor of the limo, around her ankles. 
 
    After they had satisfied each other, Leah slumped against Mika’s shoulder, still straddling her lap. “Mortal lovemaking has its advantages,” she mumbled. It was a good fix for those times she needed Mika desperately. 
 
    “Um,” she murmured against her neck. 
 
    They drove around New York for a long time, just holding each other. Leah moved to sit in Mika’s lap, her legs stretched across the seat beside them. Mika fed her cheese and crackers. Mika loved the way Leah took a fresh strawberry between her teeth then closed her lips around it.  “Thank you for getting my favorite wine,” she kissed Mika softly. She waved her hand, redressing them. Finally, Mika asked James to take them home. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah didn’t agonize over dressing for dinner with Marcus, but she did want to look breathtakingly elegant for her wife. She knew Mika had made plans for them tonight and wanted her to be proud that she was with her. 
 
    Mika was glad to see that Marcus had selected a trendy restaurant without much atmosphere for his dinner engagement with Leah. While it was crowded, the faux leather, circular booths did offer a modicum of privacy. 
 
    Marcus waited outside the restaurant for the mayor and was surprised when she arrived in a white limousine. The driver was at her door almost as soon as the car stopped at the curb. Marcus watched as an expensive pair of high heels stepped out onto the pavement, connected to the shapeliest legs, he had ever seen. Then the woman slowly emerged looking around as if she owned the world. She looks like a queen, Marcus thought. She smiled and spoke to the driver who closed the door and disappeared into the limo. Marcus was disappointed that she hadn’t dismissed her driver but simply had him pull to one of the limos parking spaces in front of the restaurant. 
 
    Ah, but the woman. She made eye contact with Marcus and moved slowly toward him, her hips swaying slightly. Like many men before him, Marcus thought, No one should walk that sensuously. He didn’t move toward her. He couldn’t. Watching her walk toward him seemed to be all he was able to do. 
 
    “Mr. Devon,” she smiled, pulling him from his stupor. How kind of you to wait outside for me. The mark of a true gentleman.”  
 
    I would wait outside in the pouring rain and driving snow for you, he thought, as she linked her arm through his to be escorted into the restaurant. 
 
    Marcus was delighted the hostess remembered him and greeted him by name. She took Leah’s coat, then led them to his favorite table in the far back corner. He had seduced many women starting at this table. Somehow, he knew he wouldn’t be that lucky tonight. Leah Cross wasn’t a woman easily seduced, but there was always tomorrow. 
 
    The waiter poured wine into their glasses. Leah raised an eyebrow questioningly. “Oh, I come here often,” Marcus grinned smugly. “They know what I like.” 
 
    “Um,” she smiled slightly, “but they don’t know what I like.” 
 
    Marcus was dumbfounded. He knew he should have deferred to her preference. He wasn’t used to dating an intelligent, self-confident woman who knew not all wines tasted the same. “I am sorry…” 
 
    “Not important,” she waved her hand as if the entire thing was of no consequence. “Before we start drinking wine, I would like to conduct our business. I assume you have brought final contracts.” 
 
    “Yes,” he frowned, opening his briefcase. “I took the liberty of drawing up two contracts. One is at the American Airlines Center with one performance. The other is for two performances at Radio City Music Hall. Both contracts call for talk show appearances and interviews with the band during the month of December. The actual performance will be the weekend before Christmas.” 
 
    She scanned the contract for Radio City Music Hall. “Can the two performances be in one weekend, say Friday and Saturday?” 
 
    Marcus and the promoters hadn’t considered back-to-back performances in one weekend. He wasn’t sure everyone would agree with that. “I don’t…” 
 
    She leaned forward, and he found himself looking at the most perfect cleavage he had ever been allowed to admire. He couldn’t tear his eyes away. She laid her hand on top of his and said, “It would be an easy change to make,” as he raised his eyes to meet hers, an amused smile decorated her beautiful lips.  
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Marcus gulped a drink of water, trying to hydrate his mouth that had suddenly become parched. 
 
    “We can just mark thru this line where is says ‘to be named at a later date’ and print in ‘two consecutive, night performances’ at Radio City Music Hall,” she continued to smile as she pulled a pen from her purse and made the notations on the contract. 
 
    “There, I have initialed the changes and signed the contract. Now if you will do the same, we can forget about business.” The sultry, dark-haired beauty smiled coyly at him. She wanted to finish both this negotiation and the concerts a quickly as possible. She had no desire to interact any more than necessary with Marcus Devon. 
 
    Not even caring what he was signing, Marcus initialed beside her initials and wrote his name on the line above his name. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” she smiled, “I’d like to take the contract and read it tonight.” 
 
    “Marcus, old boy,” a handsome man in an expensive business suit slapped the agent on the back but abruptly stopped when he saw Leah. “Oh, Marcus, you are way out of your league,” he smiled at Leah taking her left hand. “Adam Rothchild, at your service.” He proceeded to kiss her hand. 
 
    She nodded but remained silent as Marcus interrupted the other man’s maneuver. “Adam, how nice to see you,” Marcus seethed. “We were…” 
 
    “How did you convince this gorgeous creature to go out with you?” Rothchild ran his eyes over Leah. “I don’t believe I have ever seen you out with a lady of this caliber.” His eyes fell to the wedding ring on her left hand, and he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “This isn’t a date,” the mayor glared at Rothchild. “We were just finalizing a contract. Mr. Devon represents the Maine’s Got Talent group and my son won the contest.” 
 
    She picked up her purse and the signed contract. “I will drop this by your office tomorrow,” she smiled at Marcus then turned to walk away with the priest who had quietly joined the group at the table.               
 
    “Darling, sometimes your beauty completely overwhelms me,” Mika tucked Leah’s hand through her elbow and kissed her lightly.  
 
    Fury swept through Marcus as he watched the priest help her with her coat and guide her to the waiting limo. “Damn you, Rothchild.” Marcus slammed his fist into the table. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Marcus, in case you didn’t notice that work of art she has on her left hand, the woman is married. Oh, yes, I forgot, that doesn’t matter to you.” Rothchild shook his head and walked away, secretly aware of Marcus’ brief affair with his own wife. 
 
    Marcus didn’t care if she was married. She was sleeping with the priest, so obviously wedding vows didn’t matter much to her. If she were prone to stray outside her marriage, he would be there to help her. He only had to find a way to get close to her. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Phantom of the Opera,” Leah’s smile told Mika she had selected the right musical. “Oh, Mika, I have always wanted to see this. What a wonderful surprise. I love the music, and the story is intense.”  
 
    They settled into their seats at the Majestic Theatre. Leah slid her arm through Mika’s and hugged her arm tightly. “Umm,” she hummed. They pressed as close to one another as possible in the theater seats. “Phantom is the longest running musical in New York.” Mika informed her. 
 
    Leah sat in awed silence as the driving music and melancholy story carried them away. Although they had attended many musicals in Boston, there was nothing quite like New York theater.  
 
    After the musical, they walked down Broadway to Times Square. She was speechless. She had never seen such opulence. She was a little intimidated but totally secure with her wife. She hugged Mika’s arm tighter, pulling it between her breasts. Mika pulled Leah into her arms, intending to kiss her quickly, but Leah’s lips pushed against Mika’s, and she caught her lower lip between her teeth when Mika pulled back slightly. Completely oblivious that they were standing in the center of Broadway Square, Mika kissed Leah with all the passion and longing that had built up in her during the day. While she had found it very arousing to watch Leah’s skillful manipulation of Marcus Devon, Mika hated the way the man had looked at her. When she opened her eyes, they were standing in their penthouse. 
 
    Mika took her by the hand and led Leah onto the terrace where candles lit a dinner setting for two. “We haven’t eaten much all day. I thought you might like something to eat.” Mika poured her favorite wine, pushed the button to alert the kitchen they were ready for their midnight supper. Within minutes, a soft knock on the door announced the arrival of their meal. 
 
    “Would you like to change into something more comfortable,” he asked, “while I place dinner on the table.” 
 
    “No. I am very comfortable,” she smiled her ‘tilt your world’ smile. “I wore this dress with the express purpose of having you take it off me.” 
 
    They slept late the next morning, partly because the prior day had been exhausting and partly because Mika was an expert at taking sexy dresses off her even sexier wife. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 2 - Old Black Magic Called Love 
 
    “Friday,” Leah laughed aloud as she fell on the bed beside Mika, “We have all day today and tomorrow and Sunday to make love.” 
 
     “At some point today, we need to get a copy of the contract back to your boyfriend,” Mika teased. 
 
    Leah slapped her playfully then kissed her tenderly. “How did I ever get so lucky to have a wife like you,” she grinned. 
 
    “Same way I was lucky enough to have a wife like you: God allowed it.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said thoughtfully, “we must go to Mass. While you showered, I got the schedule from the internet. Saturday at four, okay with you?” 
 
    “Yes, now let’s get dressed and drop the contract to Marcus and I will take you for a carriage ride, Your Majesty.” Mika bowed low. 
 
    They picked up the copies of the contract from Mrs. Worth on their way out the door. James drove them to Marcus’ building where Mika left the agreement with the receptionist in the lobby. Leah sent Marcus a text the contract was with his receptionist. A brief “Thanks” was all she received back. 
 
    James dropped them at Central Park, and they soon settled into a carriage. 
 
    Mika put her arm around her wife and pulled Leah tight against her side. Leah snuggled into her. Both loved the soft warmth of the other. 
 
    “The carriage will take us around and through Central Park,” Mika explained. “This is the huge expanse of land you asked me about.” 
 
    Leah had ridden in many carriages in the past, but this one was the most wonderful. The joy of her wife beside her; the way she continually stole kisses and professed her love. Everything about her life was perfect. 
 
    After the carriage ride, Mika took her to a small, but unique Italian restaurant. The food was exceptional; the quality of the wine was indescribable. “I hope you don’t mind trying my favorite wine,” Mika grinned. 
 
    “This is incredible,” Leah looked up at her through long dark lashes. “The aroma and flavor are delightful. I feel almost as boorish as Marcus. I have never asked you if you had a wine preference. I just assumed mine was the best.” Leah sipped her wine again. “I was wrong.”  
 
    “This is one of the few restaurants that has it,” Mika laughed. “I doubt you have ever encountered it. “It comes from the vineyards surrounding our villa in Italy.” 
 
    After lunch, Mika pulled her into a shaded doorway and kissed her slowly, sweetly. She parted her teeth allowing their tongues to taste each other’s wine. She slowly became aware of the sound of rushing water and pulled her head back to look around. Still in Mika’s arms but in a different shaded doorway, Leah noticed an enormous waterfall. The cascading waters were almost deafening. “Niagara Falls?” she asked. “Nice transport, Priest.” 
 
    Mika took her by the hand and led her to a railing overlooking the falls. “We’re on the Canadian side,” she explained. “I find it much more beautiful. It has fewer large rocks than the U.S. side, and we can go under the falls on the boat.” 
 
    Mika put her arms around Leah’s shoulders as the cold spray from the falls settled on them. “Look! That is a Maid of the Mist boat going into the falls.” 
 
    Leah watched as a steamboat disappeared under the falls. She held her breath until it reappeared from the frothy, white waters. “That looks dangerous,” she exhaled. 
 
    “It is the closest I have ever felt to my maker on this earth,” Mika said softly in her ear. “Will you ride it with me? I want you to feel it.” 
 
    Leah smiled mischievously at her. “You should know by now, darling, I will do anything with you.” 
 
    Mika kissed her softly, trying to quell the heat that consumed her body, at her words.  
 
    “Now, don’t get scared and react and throw a fireball or anything.” Mika grinned. “We can’t have you turning Niagara Falls into a desert.” 
 
    Mika helped her with the rain gear; the boat operators provided everyone to keep them from getting soaked. She led Leah to a place on the outside rail of the boat.  Leah clutched her hand tightly as the boat began to move toward the tumultuous falls. She realized she couldn’t hear anything over the roar of the thundering water. The boat pitched roughly and moved into the white rapids. It suddenly was engulfed in a solid sheet of water. She looked around and could see nothing but water. Except for her wife’s hand, she was cut off from the rest of the world. She was completely alone. Just she and God. Mika was right. It was amazing that rushing water could make one so humble. 
 
    As the boat moved toward the dock, Mika pulled Leah into her arms again and kissed her passionately. When she opened her eyes, the falls were gone, and they were in the bathroom of their penthouse.  
 
    Surveying her surroundings, she laughed, “A bathroom, darling, you take me to the most interesting places.” 
 
    Mika peeled off her raincoat and tossed it into the bathtub, then began unsnapping Leah’s raincoat. “This cute little cap has got to go,” she laughed as she pulled the string beneath Leah’s chin freeing the rain cap. She removed her coat and tossed it into the bathtub. Leah shook her raven hair causing it to fluff around her beautiful face. Last, Mika removed their plastic boots then their shoes. 
 
    Mika was on his knees in front of Leah. Her stomach lurched as she slowly ran her hands up Leah’s legs to the band of her slacks. Mika looked up at her for permission. “Oh! Yes,” she sighed. “Yes, please.” 
 
    Mika slowly slid her slacks and panties to the floor. Leah gasped as she felt Mika’s warm breath just before Mika’s soft moist lips began kissing their way up her thigh. She clutched Mika’s hair to keep from falling. Then she guided her lightly to where she needed her the most. 
 
    Leah pulled Mika’s head into her and loudly sobbed as she moved her mouth to please her. Driving Leah into a frenzy, Mika dropped her shirt to the floor then slowly worked her way up Leah’s body, sliding her blouse up as she rose. Mika loved her front release bra and knew she had started wearing them, almost entirely, since their wedding. Mika removed her shirt as Leah clutched frantically at her. In one swift move, Mika swept Leah into her arms and carried her to their bed. She slipped them under the covers and slid down to align her lips with Leah’s breast. She had found that Leah was most sensitive and reacted the most feverishly when she caressed and sucked her breasts. 
 
    Mika felt a jolt of electricity shoot through her and moved up to her ear. “I can’t take that after last night,” she said hoarsely.” 
 
    “Then you better stop teasing me and give me your best shot at mortal love,” Leah said in the deep sultry voice that always took over when she was about to lose control. 
 
    Mika watched Leah’s eyes as she lowered herself between her legs. She loved the way Leah arched her back toward her and threw her head back as she cried out Mika’s name. Mika slid her hands under Leah’s hips, lifting her from the bed. “Yes, oh yes, Mika. Please, baby, don’t stop. Don’t ever stop loving me.” 
 
    Leah called Mika’s name repeatedly as she sobbed against her chest. Mika knew Leah was crying, but knew it was not from sadness, but a total release of her feelings. “No, please don’t move,” Leah gasped as she clutched Mika tight against her. “Just stay like this for a little while.” 
 
    Mika remembered the first time Leah had cried on their wedding night, during their lovemaking. It had scared her. She thought she had hurt Leah. “No, darling, you haven’t hurt me,” Leah had assured her. “It is just that I have waited for so long for this. I’m crying for joy.” 
 
    Slowly Leah released Mika from her grip, and she moved gently off her, coming to rest on her side, sliding her arm beneath Leah and pulling her tightly into her breasts. Mika loved the soft puffs of air that teased her nipples as Leah breathed against her. She felt satisfied as if a great weight had been removed from her stomach and chest. They had made love this morning, but the desire for Leah had started building during the carriage ride and had only increased when Leah clung to her during the boat ride. Mika had fought it all day, wanting to share with Leah some of her favorite things about New York before returning home.  
 
    “I am sorry,” Mika whispered. “I couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “Silly priest,” Leah raised her eyes to meet Mika’s. “Don’t ever apologize for giving me so much pleasure. I was dying for you. I just didn’t want to interrupt our tour of New York. “Now we can continue until the need takes over again. I must warn you, good as that was; Magic Leah will make an appearance sometime after midnight.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” Mika smiled gleefully. “I should be woman enough for you by then. 
 
    “I want to take you to my favorite supper club tonight,” Mika gave her a little girl smile. “I knew I couldn’t make it through supper without ending up here. I thought a couple of hours of mortal love making now would hold us until midnight.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Leah smiled sensuously. 
 
    Her phone began ringing. She frowned at the unfamiliar number that appeared on her screen. She showed the number to Mika before answering the phone. 
 
    “Oh, hello Mr. Devon,” she frowned at Mika. “Is there a problem with the contract? 
 
    “Thank you for the kind offer, but I have plans with my wife tonight. You do know I’m married. Yes, she accompanied me on this trip.” 
 
    “Of course. No. I’m not offended. I hope you have a good evening too.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” Mika asked, sitting up and scooting her back against the headboard. Leah moved to lean against her knees, propping her feet on Mika’s shoulders, letting her toes tickle her ear. 
 
    “Yes,” Leah sighed heavily. “Just Marcus inviting me to dinner. Apparently, he thinks I ‘fool around’ on you with my parish priest.” 
 
    Mika thought back over their encounters with Marcus. “I’m not sure we ever told him I am your wife,” she mused. “He probably thinks you are sleeping with your parish priest.” 
 
    “I am,” Leah laughed devilishly. “I just happen to be married to her.” 
 
    “Umm, and don’t you forget it, my beauty,” Mika said in her deepest, evil voice, as she gently caressed her breasts. 
 
    “You know,” she smiled her predator smile, “Magic Leah is just waiting for you.” 
 
    “After midnight,” she reminded her. “Right now, we need to call our son.” 
 
    They both spoke with Richie on the speakerphone. Mika regaled him with his mother’s superior negotiating skills. The boy laughed loudly as the priest told him what a bumbling fool Marcus had become when Leah began pushing for changes in the contract. Of course, Mika didn’t tell him she had worn a dress cut so low, that she had also become a bumbling fool for her. 
 
    “So, will you be home tomorrow,” Richie asked. “I miss you both.” 
 
    “We thought we would do some sightseeing tomorrow,” Leah answered. “We want to attend Mass in the oldest Catholic Church in New York and see a musical on Broadway.” 
 
    “We’ll be home Sunday,’ Mika added. We’ll get back early Sunday morning. We’ll try to be home in time for Mass.” She looked at her wife for affirmation, and she nodded. 
 
    “Is everything okay there?” Leah read the unhappiness in her son’s voice. 
 
    “Yeah, it is just weird.” The teen answered. “Emily is on the night shift and sleeps all day. Grandpa is on the day shift and sleeps all night. Grandma wants to make gingerbread decorations to hang on our Christmas tree again this year. It will be our first Christmas as a family, you, Mika and I. I thought we would begin our own Christmas traditions. I wasn’t thinking gingerbread, Mom.”  
 
    Leah laughed that free, happy laugh, reserved for her son and wife. “I love you, Richie. Yes, you’re right. We will be introducing our Christmas traditions at the Cross home this year.” 
 
    “Why don’t you let everyone know we will meet at Town Hall after church to give a full report on our final contract,” Mika added. 
 
    “Tomorrow is Saturday,” Leah noted. “Emily should be off work. I bet she has something special planned for the two of you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richie perked up. “I bet she does. Okay, see you guys Sunday. Love you, Mom. Love you Mika.” 
 
    “Goodnight, son.” Both parents laughed into the phone, knowing their son’s mood had already improved. 
 
    “Let’s dress for dinner,” Mika kissed her softly, “and see how our evening plays out.” 
 
      
 
    ## 
 
     
 
    The supper club, located in a historical, classically designed building, was one of those closely held society secrets of New York. For members only and very elegant. A place where the wealthy of the city could enjoy themselves without being bothered by the less desirables of their city’s nouveau riche. The membership roster showed the Cross family as one of the original founders. The membership was always paid ten years in advance. The credit card on file was drawn on a bank in Switzerland. 
 
    Tables were placed discreetly apart and secluded by tasteful greenery surrounding each table, giving it the illusion of being the only table in the room. The low lighting and soft music completed the ambiance of the restaurant.  
 
    The maître d' pulled out Leah’s chair and placed her napkin across her lap. “May I recommend the Chateau Cheval Blanc 2005 an excellent Bordeaux from Saint-Émilion, France? 
 
    “Let’s try something neither of us has tried before,” Leah smiled at her wife. 
 
    “That sounds good,” Mika nodded to the man. 
 
    A waiter in a black tuxedo brought the wine, cradling it in his arm for Leah to examine. She nodded, and he opened it offering her the cork. She declined, and he poured a small amount of the wine in her glass for her approval. She smiled as the wine passed her lips and nodded her pleasure. The waiter filled her glass and then Mika’s. 
 
    Leah looked around the restaurant. Her wife smiled as the candlelight reflected from Leah’s mesmerizing brown eyes. “This is lovely,” Leah smiled her approval. 
 
    “The loveliest of them all,” Mika said lost in her beauty. 
 
    They ordered dinner and finished the bottle of wine. A talented female singer joined the band and began singing love songs designed to encourage couples to dance. Mika walked to the singer and whispered to her. She led her wife to the dance floor and began to move her around to the soft music of Josh Groban’s You Raise Me Up. It is for you, Mika whispered in her ear.  
 
    The singer was exceptional and her performance outstanding. The words continued to play in Leah’s mind long after the song stopped. 
 
    
There is no life - no life without its hunger;
Each restless heart beats so imperfectly;
But when you come, and I am filled with wonder,
Sometimes, I think I glimpse eternity. 
 
      
 
    Another song began, and they continued to glide gracefully around the dance floor. As they danced, Mika began to verbalize her feelings. All too often people think wonderful, loving things, but fail to share them with the one they love. 
 
    “I love the feel of you against me,” Mika whispered. “I love the feel from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head. I love the feel of your soft breasts pressed against my chest. I love the feel of your body moving with me, against me. I love the feel of your arms around me. I love the way you rest your head on my shoulder. I love your eyes. You know how I love your lips. There are no words to describe the thrill of holding you in my arms.” 
 
    Leah tilted her head back and looked into Mika’s incredible blue eyes. She could see eternity in her eyes. “You have just given words to everything I am feeling right now.”  
 
    Mika leaned down and kissed her softly, chastely.  
 
    They returned to the table where the waiter was cradling a new bottle of wine. “Why not?” Mika grinned. “It is not every day we get to have dinner alone in New York.” 
 
    They danced and drank the wine until the second bottle was empty. Mika could tell Leah was a little tipsy, but only because she knew her so well.  
 
    “We have a request for a song I don’t know,” the singer announced. The band knows it, but I don’t. The band hit a few notes of That Old Black Magic Called Love, and the crowd murmured approval.  
 
    “We want the words,” someone called from the table to the left of the dance floor. 
 
    “Oh, I love that song,” Leah almost squealed, leaning into her wife. “It reminds me of us. Do you know the words?” 
 
    “I do,” Mika grinned that foolish grin that only slightly intoxicated lovers share with one another. 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, her wife was dragging her to the microphone. “We know the song,” Leah beamed. 
 
    “Alright, then,” the singer smiled and moved away from the mic, making room for them. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you…” 
 
    “…Mr. and Mrs. Cross,” Leah announced into the mic.               
 
    The band played the intro, and the couple began singing to each another, snapping their fingers to the beat. They were having fun, dancing, singing, emphasizing certain words to one another, completely oblivious of the approval from the supper club diners. When Mika sang the line, ‘You are the lover that I've waited for,' Leah leaned toward her, shimmying her shoulders and entire upper body and sang The mate that fate had me created for, they didn’t miss a beat. It was as if they had been performing with the band forever. 
 
      
 
    All around I go, in a spin
loving the spin that I'm in
under that old black magic called love 
 
      
 
    When the song concluded, they held hands and bowed to the audience. Leah started blowing kisses to their appreciative audience, as Mika led her back to their table. It was obvious they were too much in love to care if they had made fools of themselves. 
 
    Mika called James to bring up the car. Mika knew her wife was just minutes away from falling into a wine induced sleep. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah leaned heavily against Mika as they rode up the elevator, still singing random phrases from That Old Black Magic Called Love. Mika swept Leah into her arms and carried her from the elevator to their bedroom. She was softly slumbering when Mika laid her on their bed. She slipped off her shoes and clothes and pulled the comforter over her gently. 
 
    Mika stepped out onto the terrace and stood quietly for a long time. She was talking to her God. Thanking him for all her blessings especially her wife and son. 
 
    It was four in the morning when the priest slipped into bed beside her wife. She wrapped herself around Leah and snuggled into her soft warmth. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mika awoke the next morning to the sound of the television in the living room. Slipping on her jeans, she joined her. “I smell the coffee,” Mika mumbled, not quite awake and slightly staggering toward the counter in the kitchen.  
 
    “Baby look at this,” her wife called her to sit beside her.  
 
    Mika sipped her coffee as she listened to the weather report of the worst blizzard in history stalled over Washington D.C. The storm had been pounding Washington since Wednesday night with no sign of diminishing. Power lines were down, and water mains were frozen. The National Guard had been called in to help people stranded in their cars. The members of both the Senate and House of Representatives were snowed in with no hope of leaving Congress until the snow thawed. No deaths had been reported. 
 
    “In contrast to Washington D.C., New York has beautiful, spring-like weather,” the newscaster continued. “The arctic blast had hit Washington, D.C. and stalled when the icy coastal gales had met the cold arctic winds. Once the blizzard begins to move up the coast, it will more than likely wreak havoc on all of the East Coast with New York receiving the brunt of the storm.” 
 
    “Sounds like we will be going home to some very bad weather,” Mika noted. “Or, maybe it will fizzle out before it reaches Maine. I can’t think of a better place for a storm to stall than over a congregation of national politicians. Perhaps, if they are forced to stay together for a few days, they will talk to one another and begin to sort out the mess they have gotten this country into.” 
 
    “Great coffee,” Mika held her cup up as if toasting her. 
 
    Leah nodded. “I just wanted to tell you that yesterday was the most incredible day. I had such fun. Everything we did was wonderful. Especially the supper club. It was very impressive. These past few days have been marvelous.” 
 
    “You make it wonderful,” Mika said softly, putting her arm around Leah and pulling her closer. 
 
    Leah’s phone rang, and Emily’s name popped onto the screen. She groaned and ignored the ringing. “Aren’t you going to answer that,” Mika nuzzled her hair. 
 
    “I am sure it would just ruin an enjoyable morning with my wife.” 
 
    After a few seconds, Mika’s phone began to play the ringtone Devil Woman. She laughed as she heard the sound. “I take it that is the sheriff’s ringtone on your phone.” 
 
    “I have to be in the right frame of mind to talk to our sheriff,” Mika grinned. “I’m allowed a little fun, right? 
 
    Mika answered her phone. “Good morning, sheriff. Yes, she is right here.” She handed her phone to her wife with a shrug. 
 
    “Hello,” Leah rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What the hell, Leah,” Emily blasted the mayor, “You have the priest screening your calls now?” 
 
    “What do you want,” Leah said tersely. 
 
    “I want you two to stop embarrassing our town,” the sheriff barked. 
 
    ## 
 
      
 
    Marcus Devon sat staring at his computer screen and the long list of emails he hadn’t answered since Thursday. He felt as if he was going crazy. He couldn’t get the dark-haired mayor out of his mind. She filled his dreams and haunted his waking hours. He had tried to erase her smile from his thoughts by spending the night with his latest companion but found it only made matters worse. They’d had sex, but he had been totally disengaged, only going through the motions half-heartedly. He finally asked her to leave and spent the rest of the night getting drunk. Now he was in his office on a Saturday morning, hung over and desperately searching for an email from the president of his firm. 
 
    Baron Goodson stormed into his office. Baron was excited. “Have you watched it yet,” he demanded as Marcus clicked on his email.  
 
    The subject line simply said “dynamite.” Marcus clicked video to download it. He desperately needed water and a bottle of aspirin. 
 
    Baron paced the floor. He was famous for finding new, marketable talent. He had been searching for fresh, exciting talent for over a year and coming up short. His latest obsession with the lead singer of the Choir Boys band had Marcus on his bad side. Baron had been very upset that his top agent had failed to deliver a contract tying up the band and its lead singer for ten years. Marcus hadn’t told him the town’s mayor had simply out maneuvered him. 
 
    The YouTube video popped open and began to play. Marcus’ stomach turned over. He felt the bile rise in his throat. There, shimmying her breast toward her partner was the gorgeous mayor that had made his life a living hell. They were singing something about magic. It made him want to shove his head into freshly poured cement so the world would go away. 
 
    “Look at that,” Baron laughed gleefully. “Have you ever seen such chemistry between two people? Moreover, they can sing. The fact that they are the most beautiful couple I have ever laid eyes on is a definite plus. They are exactly what I have been looking for to take this town by storm.” 
 
    Marcus groaned. He wanted to shove Baron into freshly poured cement. He watched as the two sang to each other. They touched, laughed, danced and were in love. His whole body trembled as they bowed, and Leah began throwing kisses to her audience. The look on the priest’s face was pure joy. It was easy to see she was proud of the woman at her side. Leah whispered something into the priest’s ear as she led her back to the table. Even on the video, Marcus could see the priest blush. He could only imagine what she had whispered in the woman’s ear. Marcus gagged, Dinner with her wife, huh, he thought. He noticed the priest wasn’t wearing a collar, opting for a white dinner jacket and black bowtie instead.  
 
    “Excuse me.” Marcus dashed for the bathroom where he threw up. He finally got himself under control. He washed his face, rinsed out his mouth and returned to confront his boss. “Too much partying last night,” he grinned as he rejoined Baron. 
 
    He was surprised to see his secretary in his office. “Chief, she addressed Marcus, “Have you seen the video of the couple that was in your office Thursday?  It has gone viral and had over four million hits.” 
 
    Baron’s eyes immediately shot to his top agent. “You rascal,” he beamed. “You are already working on signing them aren’t you.” He slapped Marcus’ back. “That’s why I pay you the big bucks. You are the best. How long before you have them under contract.” 
 
    “I…I…” Marcus stammered. 
 
    “Not trying to pin you down, old boy,” Baron grinned. “I know these things take time. It will make up for the bad deal you signed with the Choir Boys.” 
 
    Baron turned to leave the room. “Any chance you can get that band to do a recording session. One album will make us millions. Their video has gone over a billion hits.” He laughed gleefully as he almost danced out of the room. 
 
    Marcus slumped in his chair and moaned into his hands. His career was over. His desire for the brunette beauty consumed his entire being. His life was in ruins. He had to stop this downward spiral quickly. 
 
    ## 
 
    Leah’s phone dinged the arrival of a text message from Richie. “Wow, Mom! You and Mika are awesome. The entire town loves this.” He had attached a video. 
 
    Mika raised her eyebrows asking if Leah wanted her to play the video. She was still on the phone with Emily. Leah nodded and watched as the entire performance by her and her wife began to play across the screen. She laughed as she saw the look on Mika’s face when she leaned toward her and shimmied her shoulders. Although, her shoulders weren’t what Mika was grinning at, like a fool. 
 
    She hung up on Emily and fell over in Mika’s lap, laughing. “Look at your face,” she cried.  
 
    “Oh, my, gosh!” Mika howled, “I am almost drooling down the front of your dress. You really shouldn’t dress like that in public if you expect me to keep it together.” 
 
    “That is just one of the many things I adore about you, darling,” she laughed. “I love knowing I affect you like that.” 
 
    “One thing for sure,” Mika sighed. “If you don’t want it on YouTube, don’t do it in public. It appears there is always someone close by with a cell phone.” 
 
    Her phone played Richie’s ringtone, and Leah answered it still laughing with her wife 
 
    A text dinged in on the Priest’s phone with a message from Ruth, “You two are incredibly hot. We love you. Hurry home. We miss our power couple. Can’t wait to hear about NY. It looks like you knocked their socks off,” Mika held Ruth’s text in front of Leah so she could read it. 
 
    “Sheriff Carver why are you calling me on my son’s cell phone,” Leah asked caustically. “No, I don’t wish to discuss my behavior with you. Apparently, you are the only one that has a problem with it. Please put Richie on the phone.” 
 
    “Richie are you okay,” Leah queried in her sweetest voice. Yes, we are still planning to be home for Mass in the morning. I am proud of you, too, son. I love you. Mika sends her love, too.” 
 
    Leah stretched lazily putting her legs across her wife’s lap. “One thing I would like to do today,” she smiled sweetly at her, “is visit Radio City Music Hall. I would like to see where you will be shaking your booty.” 
 
    Mika ducked her head and smiled her little girl smile as a faint pink spread up her neck to her face. God, I want you, she thought. 
 
    “I know a great little bistro about a block from there,” Mika said. “We can have James drop us off and walk to the music hall after lunch.” 
 
    “That will work out great.” Leah scooted into Mika’s lap, “They have a tour that starts at 1:30. We can do the tour then go to Mass. St. Patrick’s Cathedral is right across the street.” 
 
    Leah kissed her slowly, her lips moving maddeningly against Mika’s. Her tongue tentatively explored her lips then moved hesitantly to engage Mika’s tongue. “Mortal,” she whispered. 
 
    “Umm,” she purred. “That will do for now.” 
 
      
 
    ## 
 
    James dropped them at an exquisite French restaurant for lunch. “Please, order for me,” Leah leaned toward her and smiled. 
 
    Leah watched Mika as she ordered Porcini Flan for their appetizer and Wild Alaskan Salmon for their entrée. She ordered her favorite wine. Leah liked everything about Mika. The way she was comfortable in any situation. The way she handled herself whether they were eating a hamburger at the diner in their hometown or caviar at an exclusive restaurant in New York. Mika was extremely well educated and never stooped to the use of profanity to express herself. Her mind went briefly to Emily. Life would have been so different with Emily. Unbearable.  
 
    Emily’s idea of a fine restaurant was anything serving Mexican food. Her motto had been if you can’t wash it down with beer, it isn’t worth eating. The sheriff could barely make a sentence without using profanity.  
 
    Mika treated her like a queen and always let her know how lucky she felt to be her wife. Emily had treated her like a harlot and never missed an opportunity to remind her how lucky she was to be sleeping with the town sheriff. She shook her head to clear the humiliating image of herself and the sheriff. 
 
    Mika reached across the table and took Leah’s hand raising it slowly to her lips she kissed it. Warmth spread throughout Leah’s body. Not desire, but the deep, adoration of Mika’s love. Mika looked deep into her eyes. Little did she know she was being compared to those before her and deemed the best thing that had ever happened to her? Leah smiled at her and overcame the urge to take them back to their bedroom in the penthouse. 
 
    They strolled the streets of New York, holding hands, laughing and enjoying each other’s company. Occasionally Mika couldn’t help herself and would steal a kiss. Of course, Leah would always remind her that one couldn’t steal that which is freely given. 
 
    They arrived at the music hall just as the tour group was beginning to enter the facility. Leah was fascinated by the stage that would raise and lower. The hydraulics required to lift and lower the stage intrigued her. She studied it, committing what she saw to memory. She surveyed the hall itself. It was all so overwhelming. She wondered if Mika and the Choir Boys might be intimidated by the opulence and size of the hall. 
 
    She gripped her wife’s hand tightly. “Does the number of people you will be performing for here make you nervous?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Honey, I have ridden into life and death battles against more men than this facility can hold.” Mika grinned. Now, that made me nervous. It doesn’t bother me at all. Besides, I will only be performing for one person sitting in the audience.” 
 
    Leah tiptoed and kissed her. 
 
    They examined the dressing rooms. She was going over security in her mind. She did not intend to let New York women rub all over her wife and son. 
 
    They walked across the street to St. Patrick’s and attended Mass. 
 
    After Mass, they caught a Gray Line bus and got off at Zuccotti Park in the financial district. She wanted to see the New York Stock Exchange. Mika was telling her about the Occupy Wall Street movement in 2011 where hundreds of protesters destroyed public and private property, raped their fellow protesters, trafficked drugs and desecrated statues in and around the park. She was surprised to see a gathering of protestors in the park as they walked past.  
 
    “Let’s move away from here,” Mika told her. “Nothing good ever comes from interacting with these people.” 
 
    As they rounded a corner, they encountered four men who were harassing a woman wearing a burka. Although they all seemed to be of the same nationality, the men were cursing the woman. “Tramp show us your face. You let your American boyfriend see you. Show us what you show him.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this,” Leah demanded in her queenliest voice. 
 
    The men turned their eyes to the couple and Mika could see their fury at being spoken to in such a voice by the American woman. Sizing up Mika, they decided the four of them could take the couple down. They began to fan out, moving slowly toward the couple. Two of them had knives. 
 
    The men narrowed their eyes and looked at Leah. “Mut’a” one of them muttered, and they all laughed brutally, leering at the dark-haired woman. 
 
    “Fellows you don’t want to do this,” Mika tried to dissuade them from their obvious plan of attack. 
 
    “She is your wife,” one of the men growled. 
 
    “Yes,” Mika answered loudly. 
 
    “You would die for her,” the same man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Mika raised her voice even louder. 
 
    “Then prepare to meet your God, dog, for today she will be ours.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Mika grinned as she froze the men in their place. 
 
    Taking her wife’s arm, Mika transported them to the penthouse. Just as they left, she saw Leah flick her wrist, but nothing happened to the men. As they disappeared, Mika nodded, and the men began moving. 
 
    “What was that all about,” Leah looked at Mika with a confused expression. 
 
    “This city is filled with good and evil,” Mika shrugged. “We just met some of the evilest. They have no regard for women or the rights of others.” 
 
    She nodded. “I fought that constantly in my realm.” 
 
    Mika looked into her eyes. “What did you do to them?” 
 
    Leah gave her a wide-eyed innocent look as if she didn’t understand what she was asking. “You did something to the four men,” Mika pushed for an answer. 
 
    “Let’s just say that right about now; they are discovering that they have traded their penis for a vagina.” The mayor grinned evilly. “See how they like spending the rest of their miserable lives as one of their buddies abused wives.” 
 
    “Wow,” Mika laughed, “You do know how to dispense justice.” 
 
    Leah’s phone dinged receipt of a text message. It was from the phone number she had not answered all weekend. 
 
    “Must speak with you. It is urgent. Marcus.” 
 
    “Oh,” she sighed with annoyance when she read the message. “It is from Mr. Devon. I do not want to deal with him.” 
 
    “Why don’t you change, and I will call Marcus,” Mika picked up her phone. “I will put it on speakerphone so you can listen. 
 
    “Hello, Leah.” Marcus’s smooth voice filled the room. 
 
    “Sorry, old boy,” Mika answered. “This is Priest Mika Cross. The mayor asked me to call you. She is indisposed right now.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you will do,” the agent said sullenly. “Are you aware of a YouTube video of you and the mayor at a karaoke event last night?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mika laughed. “Our son called us first thing this morning.” 
 
    “Our son?” Marcus’ question hung in the air like poisonous gas 
 
    “Yes, Richie.” The priest explained. “He is our son.” 
 
    “As in you and the mayor,” Marcus could barely speak. 
 
    “Yes. My wife and I have a thirteen-year-old son named Richie. The leader of the Choir Boys band.” Mika spoke as if explaining a difficult problem to a small child. 
 
    “You’re married to the mayor?” Marcus could hardly breathe. 
 
    “Yes. Leah Cross is my wife,” Mika said sternly. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Marcus cleared his throat. “May I call you back in a few minutes?” 
 
    “Let me call you Monday,” Mika said. “We’re just leaving for dinner.” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” Marcus said miserably. “Just call me at your convenience.” 
 
    “That was strange,” Leah walked out of the bathroom putting on her earrings. 
 
    “You are so sexy when you do that,” Mika said hoarsely. 
 
    “Do what, darling,” she smiled. 
 
    “The way you tilt your head slightly to one side as you put on your earring.” 
 
    “You know I let you get a good night’s sleep last night,” Leah smiled her predator smile. “I believe we are all rested.” 
 
    “Magic tricks tonight?” Mika laughed. 
 
    “Count on it,” Leah threw back over her shoulder as she left the room. 
 
    ## 
 
    “I thought we would see the musical Wicked, then have dinner here,” Mika told her as they walked toward the car. 
 
    Leah smiled approvingly. Although she could easily spend the rest of her life in bed with her wife, she liked that Mika enjoyed taking her out and sharing new experiences with her. None of her past lovers had ever taken her anywhere except the bedroom. 
 
    ## 
 
    “That was wonderful,” she joyously smiled as they left the Gershwin Theater. “Obviously, I am a true fan of back stories.” 
 
    Mika laughed. “I think your current story is pretty awesome, too. You are awesome. You have overcome so much to become the woman you are now.” 
 
    “I do believe I have had a little help from the love of my life,” she hugged Mika’s arm between her breast. In the shadows, they returned to their penthouse. 
 
    Both were silent as they made their way to the terrace where dinner waited for them. 
 
    Leah put her arms around Mika’s neck and pressed the full length of her body against the blonde. “I am so glad you found me,” she murmured against Mika’s lips before slipping her tongue between her teeth and kissing her, mercilessly crushing soft lips. 
 
    Mika kissed her way down Leah’s neck, to the pulse point on her throat, then to the cleavage that had been driving her crazy all night. She inhaled the intoxicating scent of Leah and closed her eyes as her tongue danced as closely to Leah’s breasts as possible. “I have wanted to do this all night.” Mika’s voice was low and dark with desire. 
 
    Mika’s hands slid down Leah’s back to her hips and pulled her tighter against her. Still pressing Leah tightly against her with one hand, she slowly used the other hand to unzip her dress. 
 
    “On your knees is nice,” Leah whispered, helping Mika decide whether to drop the dress to the floor or pull it up over her head. 
 
    Mika slid her dress off her shoulders and slowly slid it down her body, kissing each inch of flesh exposed, as the dress slowly made its way to the floor. Mika was on her knees. 
 
    She slid off her shoes then began working her pantyhose down her slender legs. Mika sat back on her heels and looked up at her perfect face, asking permission. Mika felt like a meager offering at the feet of a goddess who had allowed her to become her wife. 
 
    Leah dropped to her knees and embraced Mika. “In the bed,” she said in that deep sultry voice that Mika always obeyed instantly. 
 
    ## 
 
    Hours later, Leah lay beside Mika, propped up on her elbow, committing the lines of her strong, chiseled face to memory.  “That was amazing,” Leah whispered, her voice hoarse from screaming Mika’s name. She leaned down and kissed her, striving to communicate her appreciation of Mika as a lover. She moved her tongue slowly against hers, savoring the taste of Mika in her mouth. 
 
    Mika closed her eyes, totally submerged in the sensuous creature that was her wife. Her body still trembled with the tidal waves of passion that had endlessly washed over them. 
 
    Leah laid her head on Mika’s breast, listening to her heartbeat. It was still pounding as rapidly and loudly as her own. “I wish we could stay like this,” she murmured. “Just you and me.” 
 
    “I know,” Mika said softly. “Have you ever considered appointing a deputy mayor? You know I have Priest Gloria Thomas. She loves to take over when I’m gone, and I have shifted more and more of the actual duties to her. If you had a deputy mayor, we could take several four-day weekends a year with no problem.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea. Kathryn has just finished her law degree. She would make an excellent deputy mayor.” Leah began planning the transition. 
 
    Mika kissed Leah’s hair and slowly traced circles on her bare back. “I love the feel of your skin,” she said appreciatively. “So soft, so luxurious, so smooth. You are perfect, my love.” 
 
    The crimson hue of the rising sun touched their windows, reminding them they had to go home. “I sent home everything but an outfit for each of us,” Leah smiled, then waved her hand and dressed them. 
 
    “You love putting my collar on upside down, don’t you?” Mika laughed, reaching for her, but she stepped away. 
 
    “No, no,” Leah chided her. We are about to appear in the rectory, and we don’t need to look like we’ve slept in our clothes.” 
 
    Mika looked at Leah dressed in her Sunday best. She was the epitome of the wife of a woman of God. Leah was her every dream come true. Mika hoped she was the same for Leah. 
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