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Hello, Bridget. I know what you did to Agent Gray, and you’re not going to get away with it. You will be going to jail. Just the smallest bit of evidence on the body is all it takes to convict a killer.

Bridget Bearenstien studied the message even as a cold wind wrapped around her, the chill biting into her like none ever had. 

Who had sent this and what did they really know?

Agent Gray was dead, so she didn’t imagine he’d sent it.

No, this was someone else. And there was no evidence they could trace back to her unless she shifted for them. After all, she’d been in her bear form when she’d thrown him into that lake. 

In fact, she’d driven the rest of the way to the lake in her animal form.

Studying the message again, she just stared at it a long time. 

This was the second message she’d gotten with the first being identical to this one. Bridget sat in her office, back to the wall in the small house she’d been given close to the royal family. Being healthy enough to move, Jorja McMasters, the Winter Queen, had allowed her to move out of the royal family’s home for her own privacy.

The phone on her desk rang, and she glanced over at it a long moment, the insistent ring continuing. Her muscles tensed, and she clenched her fingers against her leg as she gasped in air, shoulders rising and falling quickly. 

With a shaking hand, Bridget forced herself to pick up the phone. 

“Hello?”

“Bridget.” The voice was cold and hard but familiar. 

“Uncle.” Her uncle headed one of the two fairy crime syndicates in Nevada. He was getting a lot of credit for taking out the Redbone goblin clan though she suspected Jorja had taken out her own family.

“Drexel never returned home and the men I sent down there said he was dead along with the two others that accompanied him.”

Jorja.

“I don’t understand why you’re telling me,” she responded coolly. Her uncle had been one of those who’d refused to allow her to have more responsibility.

Drexel was her cousin, her uncle’s oldest son. 

“He informed me that he delivered our message to you.”

“He did. I’m still healing to prove it,” she replied. “Still, I don’t see what any of that has to do with me.”

“I’m arriving in town shortly, and I’d like to meet with you,” he said. “We have much to discuss regarding your throne and why you never informed me of our newly acquired power seat. Not only that, but I’ve also learned of our other business interests, including a spa.”

Bridget closed her eyes, anger stabbing at her chest. She couldn’t defeat him. He had more power behind him than she did. Even as the Autumn Queen, she’d never gotten around to building her own power base. She’d been too busy working on her spa.

She hadn’t thought she’d need them so soon. However, she did have contacts, but she’d never deluded herself into thinking they were anything more than that.

“I’ll see you at the house at 7:00. Have dinner waiting for us.”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not the Autumn—”

“Bridget don’t attempt to play games with me. I’ve been getting plenty of an accounting of your exploits. Your betrayal of the family demands punishment. Where is the Autumn House?”

She hadn’t even secured a residence. Now, she didn’t have to. 

“There isn’t one.”

“That’s fine. I’ll select a home I like and have it outfitted to my tastes. I want all of the information on our spa, and I’ll allow you to manage it, but I will be taking over.”

Bridget drew in a breath and exhaled slowly as she fought to keep her tone calm. “First off, there will be no meeting at the house,” Bridget told him, her tone harder now. “Second, if you want to consult with the Autumn Queen, I’ll try to arrange it. As for my spa, it’s not just mine.”

“If you think I’m going to accept your pitiful challenge, you should think again,” he said impatiently. “I refuse to give up what’s rightly part of my empire.”

“You’ll have no choice,” she retorted. “I’ll call you and let you know when we can discuss this further.” Bridget ended the call. Her phone rang again only seconds after she put it down. She jerked the receiver up. “Yes?”

“I’m going to lose patience with you quickly,” her uncle told her acidly. “You’ll be back in the hospital if I have to make another point. Since you want to play games, meet me immediately at the house.” He ended the call, and Bridget slammed the receiver down.

She got to her feet and paced for a few minutes before picking her cell phone up. It was new so her uncle didn’t have the number. She didn’t doubt he’d get it. She had been using the landline since she moved in, all of her calls forwarded here while she was waiting for her new phone. 

She input a number not expecting an immediate response. 

“Are you not well, Bridget?” Jorja McMasters asked calmly. 

“Physically fine,” she replied, a knot in her stomach now as she fought back nausea.

“Then, what is it?”

“I’m sorry to interrupt. I know you’re probably in a meeting or something.”

“Stop rambling, Bear,” Jorja growled.

“My uncle just called. He wants to meet with the Autumn Queen. He still thinks that’s me. He said he wanted to access his empire. He even wants to take over my spa.”

Jorja sighed in her ear. “There is only one way to handle this that I know of,” Jorja told her calmly. 

“I told him I wasn’t the Autumn Queen, but he doesn’t believe me.”

“Where’s he’s staying?”

“He’s going to the house, I guess. He’s pissed because Drexel, my cousin, is missing.”

“He’s missing?” Jorja asked, a mild note of curiosity in her tone. “Tell me what he wants.”

“He’s going to kill me if I go there alone.”

“We aren’t going there,” Jorja told her. “It’s not my turf, and I have no expectation of safety there. So, I’ll have him brought here to the store. I was going to leave in an hour, but I can postpone it. I’ll have someone bring you.”

“What about the new Autumn Queen?”

Jorja laughed. “I think he’d better postpone that meeting for now.”

“You have selected one?” Bridget asked curiously. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it wasn’t to hear that the position had been filled so quickly. 

That made her wonder if Jorja had regretted giving her the crown in the first place and had been looking for a chance to take it back and give it to whoever she’d handed it over to.

“It was fast, but yes,” she answered. “I’ll see you in thirty.” 

Bridget closed her eyes, wondering what this was going to cost her. She’d never feared Jorja McMasters. In fact, she’d seen her as a force to be aligned with, unlike the rest of her family. She’d recognized the power and the advantage of having it backing them. 

Now, she had to hope that power could keep her safe without a hefty price tag.
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Jorja McMasters or rather Jorja Redbone, made a quick call after hanging up. The name change wouldn’t take effect until six months, a year max, but she was already using it given it was on her birth certificate. She’d merely had McMasters erased.

She wanted all of the fairy residents living in this realm to get the point. Redbone was a name of power, and she was claiming hers and would crush any who dared rise against the crown.

Changes to her personal security staff had also been made just this week. That was in part due to losing her first knight. The other was due to wanting to become more integrated into the community in which she lived. 

She didn’t trust those she didn’t know not to be an enemy of sorts, so she’d kept her inner circle confined to those she knew. Those who would guard her home were also people she was familiar with. 

However, Jorja couldn’t shake the feeling she was missing or overlooking something or rather someone. She didn’t think Russo was the mistake she could be on the verge of making. The other woman—who was the new Autumn Queen—was a mafia underboss for the Russian mob. She also ran her own business. 

She could be wrong and only time would tell.

The rap on her office door had her setting her thoughts aside for a moment. “Come in,” Jorja called.

The woman that entered, bowed. “Sapa.”

“Save it for when we’re in company,” Jorja told her. “I need you to get a team of six to Bearenstien’s and bring back Bridget’s uncle Gabriel. Bring with him one man or woman. Whatever he’s got on his security team.”

The honey-skinned woman nodded. 

“Watch the collateral damage, but I don’t care if they kill any guards. Tell them to tell him the Queen wishes to see him. Refusal isn’t an option.”

Alias nodded and made the call. 

Jorja sat back in her chair listening. She had known this was coming, but she would deal with it now rather than allow it to become an issue.

While she waited for her guests, Jorja contemplated the possible threats she might still have to deal with if not Russo. In the area, she’d secured alliances and laid down the law, letting those who might rise up against her know she would crush any without mercy who thought they could best her. 

Gabriel had to be that problem she might be overlooking. She’d been content to allow the rest of the Bearenstien family to live as long as they didn’t bother her. Well, Gabriel Bear might be here to let her know she had made a mistake in thinking that.

Jorja picked up her phone and sent a message. 

Her phone rang moments later.

“What kind of work do you want done?” The voice of her old friend Kinsey was a bit drowsy.

“Sleeping in the middle of the day? You’re getting old.”

“Shut up,” she said and gave a throaty laugh.

“Ah, it’s like that, is it?” Jorja asked in a teasing tone. “Well, tell Leigh I said hi.”

“Hi,” Leigh said. 

Leigh was Kinsey’s lover and an old friend of both hers and Kinsey’s. They’d started dating a little while back and seemed to be getting more and more serious.

“How’s it going?” Jorja asked.

“Great. We think we might be needing to get handfasted soon,” Leigh said. “I might be pregnant, and my dad will beat the tar out of Kins if she doesn’t marry me.”

Kinsey, like Jorja, was a goblin and some goblin breed females produced a female ejaculate fluid during orgasm that carried sperm. That was more common in female warrior goblins. However, pregnancy didn’t always occur. 

Jorja laughed. “I imagine he will. As progressive as he can be, the old man is still a bit on the traditional side.”

“Too much,” Leigh replied. “Kins isn’t going to be able to throw enough money at his problems. He’s had a few issues with the track and his new driver which has taken money from the business, and I was in the process of working with a fairy on some electric cars.”

“We’ll hook up sometime, and you can tell me what you need,” Jorja told her. “I’m looking to make some new investments for my girls’ future.”

“As if Locane didn’t leave them well taken care of.”

“He did,” Jorja agreed. “But who knows what kind of girls they’ll be. I don’t expect either of them to take over my business, and their husbands or wives might not have it in them.”

“But a share in a racetrack might interest them?” Leigh asked curiously. “Or a car dealership?”

“Especially a car dealership. Flying cars or cars that hover could be the future. One of my minions just might love that.”

Leigh laughed. “I need money to make that work.”

“How about five million?”

“It’ll be a start,” Leigh responded. “I’m trying to raise capital on my own. Dad’s letting me have the electric car idea if and only if I can get my own backer. He’s happy to as long as I stay out of the track business.”

Leigh’s father had a track that was a stop on the racing circuit. 

“But it’s sucking the car dealership dry,” Kinsey said.

“I’ll back you and I’ll talk to a friend to see if we can get you a half billion to get things going.”

“I’d appreciate it, and I’ll give you a share.”

“That’s for my girl, Kira,” Jorja said. Amari had another future as a leader of her own kingdom.

“Fine by me. And this friend?”

“If I can get her to throw in something, I’ll let you know,” Jorja said. “Kins, I need some information on an Alexandra Russo as a businesswoman. What all is she into, her contacts. I already know she’s in bed with the Russian mob somehow.”

“I’ll get two people on it,” Kinsey told her. “This kind of deep dive will take about week.”

Kinsey had her own detective agency, but she was running her aunt’s business, The Red Hat—brothels. High class call girls.

“Thanks. I’ll let you two get back to it then,” she said with a smile. Jorja ended the call, sitting back in her chair. 

She wasn’t concerned enough to revoke Russo’s Autumn Queen status, but she did want to make sure her bases were as covered as they could be given her chief security agent had expressed some concerns about Russo a week ago.

Jorja got back to work but twenty minutes later, Bridget arrived. Jorja had hoped she’d get here first because Jorja wanted a few minutes to confer with her. 

Jorja took the meeting to the conference room. 

Bridget took a chair, and Jorja sat down opposite her. She was a bit pale. Her brown eyes gave nothing away, though.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

Bridget nodded. “The doctor said I was fine.”

“You two had dinner together last night.” Jorja watched Bridget’s face.

“Yes.” She nodded. “We kissed. I thought if we didn’t talk about her work or mine, we’d have nothing to talk about. It’s been a very long time since I’ve had a date with another woman.”

Jorja nodded slowly. 

“She’s okay, but I’m reserving judgement,” Bridget told her. “I don’t want another misstep like with Gray. Someone’s sending me messages about him.”

Jorja lifted her brows. “Was he dead?”

Bridget shrugged. “Very. Else I’d have killed him before I threw him in that lake.”

Jorja smiled faintly. The bear might be girly, but she was efficient. “Don’t lose your head. Send me a copy of the message.”

“Okay. My uncle is similar to my uncle Trammel. He’s a little more cautious though. He won’t just move on you without getting all his ducks in a row. He will assume that because you’re a woman you’re weak.”

“Pushing the odds slightly in our favor,” Jorja commented. 

“Slightly. He wants control of the Autumn throne. He’ll also make a play to kill me if he thinks he can’t get me back under his control.”

“What are you hoping will happen with this?” Jorja asked. 

“What I hope is to be written off by him and left to live my life in peace. He never paid any attention to me as a child. Now, all he wants to do is take from me.”

“And?”

“A clean break is all I want, but I know I’ll have to fight for it,” she said softly, fear making her voice tremble.

What the hell kind of man was he?

Jorja had never seen the bear afraid, and she nodded, about to speak, when Alias rapped on the door. “Come in.”

Alias entered, her expression somber. “Your guest is here. Shall I bring his man up with him?”

“Please do,” Jorja answered. “I want him to feel secure.”

Alias walked away from the door for a second and then reappeared. She stepped in ahead of the two men. 

Gabriel Bearenstien was an attractive man with dark brown hair and eyes. He was well built and muscular. The man with him was even more muscular and his gray eyes were cold as diamonds. 

Jorja gave him an amused look as she stood and motioned the men to the table. “Can I get anyone anything?” Jorja asked. 

“How dare you have me brought here this way,” Gabriel growled but his gaze was on Bridget. He strode to where she sat and reached for her, but Bridget blocked, and he drew back to hit her.

Jorja was there catching his fist. “You never hit a lady in my presence unless she’s kicking your ass,” Jorja told him. “Now sit down. Bridget tells me we have things to discuss.”

“What I have to discuss with my niece has nothing to do with you,” he growled. “Where is my son?”

“Your son?” Jorja asked.

“Drexel. He didn’t return home, and his guards are missing as well.”

Jorja sighed. “Your son is of no consequence to me,” she said evenly. “What is, is your assumption that you have a right to the Autumn throne merely because you believed Bridget was Queen.”

He narrowed his gaze on Bridget. “Do you seriously think you can play games with me?”

Alias slapped him on the back of the head. “Look at Sapa when she’s speaking to you.”

He pivoted and took a swing, and Alias blocked before driving her fist into his stomach. Then, she shoved him into a chair. 

“Don’t think it,” Jorja warned his guard. “Listen up, Bear. Bridget abdicated after your attack on her. A new queen has been appointed. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t think she owes you anything, but I’ll arrange a meeting so you can be the first to meet the new Autumn Queen.”

“Whatever belongs to Bridget, belongs to the family,” he told her coldly. “Her throne is mine. I intend to sit on it and rule my half of this kingdom and there is nothing you can do to stop me.” He got to his feet and came to stand toe-to-toe with Jorja. “Whoever you gave my throne to, won’t hold it long.”

“M—”

“Get the woman in the office now,” he said.

Jorja chuckled. “She’s not in town, but I doubt she’ll answer to you any more than I will. You can wait or you can wait.”

He reached for Jorja, and she raised a shield. He gave her a smile and pushed through it. Jorja backhanded him and dodged his blow. He came at her again, claws out and for that she would eventually kill him, but not today.

Instead, she jumped back, spun around and jump kicked. The kick connected with his balls, and he groaned. 

Jorja grabbed a handful of his thick dark hair and jerked his head back. She allowed the heat of the phoenix to fill her stare and slither out to lick along his jaw. He gasped and jerked back. Jorja released him, holding his startled gaze.

She was part phoenix and part goblin. She’d consumed the light phoenix, but she herself had been a dark phoenix, something she hadn’t been aware of. 

However, in recent days, that latent part of her had awakened. 

“As to the spa, that’s part mine, and I have no intentions of giving you anything,” Jorja went on. “Bridget, are you turning your half over to him?”

“No,” she said firmly. 

“Then, that conversation is over as well,” Jorja told him.

“I know you only have your crown because of Locane. You did nothing to earn the loyalty of the mutts who serve you blindly. I—”

Locane was her wife’s dead father. He’d been the one to put this fairy kingdom into motion, and Jorja had inherited it on his death.

“Enough,” Jorja growled impatiently. She got so tired of hearing men tell her what she was and was not due. What she could and could not control. 

If Bridget wasn’t in the room, she’d eat him alive and have done with it. As it was, something was niggling at her, and Jorja wasn’t willing to act out of impulsiveness. 

Alias reached for him, and he backhanded her, and Jorja jerked him to her by the front of his shirt. He fought, but she held him fast using the strength of the goblin. 

Jorja slammed him back into the wall of the conference room. An image flickered in her mind that she couldn’t make out. She blinked and it came in clear, and Jorja punched him in the nose.

“Fuck!” he cried. 

She leaned toward him as blood dribbled from his nose. “Stay away from me, Bear.”

“Or you’ll kill me like you killed my brother and his children?” he snarled. 

Jorja flashed him a brief smile. “No.”  

“Like you killed my nephew? They found him stabbed five times. Ironically, that’s the same number of times that agent who worked for you was stabbed. I guess you like five.”

Jorja chuckled. “Only five?” she asked, the question directed at Bridget, though she didn’t look at her. Jorja would have expected more. Those were almost hesitation sticks for a woman as mad as Bridget had been.

Didn’t sound like much passion was involved.

“Oddly enough neither of them was stabbed in the heart,” he said.

Jorja laughed then as she backed up, taking him with her. She slung him down on the floor before jerking her hand back. 

He rose in the air and with her other hand Jorja crooked two fingers and the door opened. She threw him out of it before going to his guard who was already backing up.

“Get these mangy bears out of my building,” Jorja ordered in a low hard tone. She backed up and Bridget came to her. 

“Calm down,” she murmured. “I think I saw Glen do something.” 

Jorja looked at her. She’d already figured that part out. Bear would probably try to do anything to get the upper hand to get what he wanted.

“Jorja,” Bridget said firmly. 

“I heard you.”

“I had gathered, but you’re moving toward the door,” Bridget said, putting a hand on her arm. 

Jorja stopped in her tracks and exhaled.

Bridget tugged her from the room and down the hall to Jorja’s office. “You’ve got to stop eating people,” Bridget murmured. “I mean, I wouldn’t have given a damn if you’d have eaten him—”

“You stabbed Gray five times?”

She shrugged. “I was upset.”

“It’s a good thing you weren’t pissed off,” Jorja muttered. “Your cousin was found but not his guard?”

“I’m sure they found him, too, unless those dogs got him. I heard—shit.”

“You heard someone out there,” Jorja murmured. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“I did a quick walk through, but I didn’t see anyone. I was in bear form, and I didn’t shift back until I was out of the woods.”

“Okay,” Jorja said. “But—you said you put him in a lake? What’d you do with your cousin?”

“Put him in the same lake.”

“You didn’t weigh them down or something?”

“I wasn’t really thinking about that,” she said.

Jorja sighed. “Bridget,” Jorja muttered. “You’d have done just as well to just leave them in the park.”

“I think my uncle might be the one sending the messages.”

Jorja nodded. “Me, too, but we’ll get this mess straightened out. I’ll call a friend of mine in the bureau.” She removed her phone from her pocket and made the call. “Maybe we can get some answers.”

“Yes?”

The masculine voice was low and calm.

“I need some intel on an agent Gray—”

“He was recently found in a lake,” the man said. “From what I know, a tipster told them where to find him and one other body.”

“One?” Jorja asked carefully, her gaze going to Bridget.

“One. It was a Drexel Bearenstien. Do you want me to keep you informed?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll send payment as per the usual channels.”

“I have a kid going to college. She wants to be a teacher.”

This wasn’t worth that much. Hell, she could just kill Bridget herself to keep her from telling tales about her.

“I’ll pay more for the information,” Jorja said. “I suggest you use that wisely.”

“I’ll get back to you when I learn something.”

Jorja ended the call, shaking her head. “The guard might not be dead,” Jorja told her. 

Bridget sighed harshly. “I threw him in first. He could easily have gotten out if he wasn’t dead. I thought he was or hell I just didn’t care. I figured he’d drown if he wasn’t.”

Jorja frowned. She was right. The bear was tough, but she was not a killer. She’d fought at her side only to gain her allegiance.

“Your goal was just to gain my protection, wasn’t it,” she murmured. “You’re no fighter.”

“I do what I have to,” Bridget told her. “You’re the biggest fish with the most power, and I wanted to cut ties with them. I know your protection and help might cost me, but I’m willing to pay the price. So, what do you want me to do?” 

“Nothing. No matter what they say, do nothing,” Jorja told her. “If it’s him, he has to have pictures or some kind of proof. Without it, it’s just his word against yours. I’ll have ten people swearing that you were with me or someplace else. One of those damned clubs.”

“The hounds wouldn’t—”

“Erys, has she been asking questions?”

“Some,” Bridget replied. “Why?”

“What kind?”

“About my job, my spa, about my future plans.”

“Just enough of the right kind of questions on the one hand, and not enough of the wrong kind on the other,” Jorja murmured.

“She’s asked about my family, but I get the feeling she’s just hoping to find someone with a family she can call her own, too.”

Jorja snorted. “You better be careful with that woman. Even if she’s not an agent, she could be a psycho.”
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He wasn’t just embarrassed, he was enraged. Bridget had sat there refusing to help her own family. Instead, she’d allowed that filthy goblin to attack him.

He didn’t need Bridget’s help, but he had expected it. 

“My brother didn’t know enough about this woman,” Gabriel said quietly to the two others in the car with him. “I want to know more. I want to know everything.”

“Sir,” the man in the driver’s seat said evenly. “We have all the information that is common knowledge on her. Some of it was gathered while I was awaiting your arrival.”

“And?” he demanded. 

“There is talk that the marriage between her and her wife was an organic one and the hound took advantage of it. There is also confirmation that the hound packs that support her do so because of who she is not because of her wife’s father. They respect her.”

“Respect?” he asked in confusion.

“She’s earned their loyalty in ways that Locane never had it. They’d go into a battle for her, have already fought with her. Also, I have it from a seer that there is a new Autumn Court Queen, a powerful dark woman. She’s dangerous, though quietly rising in power in the South as well as around the country with powerful ties in Europe.”

“Where in Europe?”

“Belgium, Russia, Switzerland, and Italy.”

“Who is this woman?” Gabriel demanded.

“The seer couldn’t see her name only that she’s surrounded by a coven of gray witches and some fairies,” the man answered. “She will rise into a position of greater power than McMasters.”

“So, she’s going to take over.”

“No,” the driver said. “Some of those who fought with Boscar and James said there was a woman, not a witch, who defeated Boscar and Henry. Vella is thinking of mounting an attack. She said the woman will be taking over their town.”

“I don’t work with women,” Gabriel said with a shake of his head. Women were too fickle and too emotional. Bridget was a prime example of that.

She had been given more responsibility and had nothing to show for it.

No, working with a woman was out, but he would attempt to find out what she knew.

“She’s a gurndel,” the guard with him said. “Perhaps the gurndels might be persuaded to work with you.”

“Not here,” the driver said. “Vella is not likely to attack from what I’ve heard. McMasters had a meeting saying she would crush all rebellion henceforth. Vella believes her.”

She wasn’t going to act then. Cowards never took that next step, but he was no coward.

On the other hand, he was no fool either. He wouldn’t go after McMasters if he couldn’t take her down.
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Chapter Three
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Bridget was still thinking when she arrived home forty-five minutes later. She wasn’t a coward, but she was a woman who knew her limits. 

She wasn’t sure if she could defeat her uncle in a fair fight, but she knew it wouldn’t be fair because he didn’t play fair. He’d allow his guards to get in a few punches to weaken her. The fight would all be a lesson to remind her of who was boss.

Jorja probably thought she was weak, and she probably would try to take her spa now, she mused, as she climbed from her vehicle and went into the small neat house she occupied on the Indian reservation.

She wasn’t sure how Jorja had gained possession of it, only that it had started out as a partnership and Jorja’s partner was now dead. Her family had wanted this land but had failed to secure it. It was in fact part of the reason her now dead uncle had gone to war with Jorja.

There was a resort casino in the works on the edge of the reservation that should be opening soon. It would no doubt gross millions and be a good way to launder some of the money Jorja brought in from smuggling diamonds.

“Damn it.” Anger and fear sliced through her making her skin cold. Tears formed in her eyes and glided down her cheeks as she closed the door. Bridget leaned against it and let out an irritated cry.

The rap that seemed to come from just behind her head made her jump and gasp.

She took a moment to compose herself, wiping away the tears. “Who’s there?” Bridget called, wiping her hands on her pants leg.

“It’s Erys.” 

She sighed. The doctor. She wanted to ignore her, to just be alone to get her head together. She did her best thinking, her best decision making when she was alone. 

Another rap followed. “Are you okay, Bridget?”

She drew in a breath and released it. She was a bear. She needed to act like one instead of falling apart. 

She couldn’t allow even her uncle to continue to get under her skin. He was just as dangerous as her father had been, as her brother had been. 

The only problem was, she wasn’t really as ruthless as they were. Her brother and his right-hand man had been plotting to kill her that’s why she’d killed them. She’d had no choice. She’d managed to get the upper hand by drugging them. 

With her uncle—the rap snapped her out of her thoughts.

“Just a minute,” Bridget murmured. She closed her eyes and willed herself to be the picture of calm, nerves steady, countenance serene.

Then, she opened the door. The doctor stood there in navy slacks and blouse topped with navy vest. The buttons of the garment were black obsidian, and the blouse was open to reveal a lean throat. Her black hair was shoulder length, and her eyes were an interesting shade—black.

“Hi. I brought you a light snack,” Erys said. 

“Don’t you have anything better to do than harass me?” Bridget demanded lightly. 

“Hm. The sass just doesn’t sit well with me,” the doctor said. “May I?”

Bridget almost laughed despite the stern look on the other woman’s face. She motioned Erys in, noticing a basket in one hand. 

It was probably lunch or something like that.

“Did you take care of your business?”

“In a manner of speaking.” But there was still so much to settle. Her freedom was worth fighting for. 

Tucking her tail and running wasn’t like her, but then, her own family hadn’t had her attacked before. That was worse than thinking her incompetent because she was a woman. 

“Come see what I brought you,” Erys instructed. “How did things go?”

“Things?”

“Your business? Did Sapa ensure a smooth go?”

“She did what she does.” Now, she had to do what she did. Fight. “Come into the kitchen.” Bridget led the way to the small kitchen. 

She liked the cottage. It was a nice size. She’d be able to see the enemy if he got in. Or hear him.

“You’re preoccupied.”

“I’m thinking,” Bridget answered. There was a difference. 

“What did you do? Turn over your scepter to the new Autumn Queen?”

“What makes you say that?”

“I may have no real social life, but I hear things in coffee shops when I have my head down reading.”

“I see.” Bridget’s gaze went to the basket, and she moved to the sink to wash her hands. “Can I see what’s inside?”

“By all means.” Erys gave her a smile. 

Bridget dried her hands and went to lift the cloth from the basket. Inside she found two boxes. Both were plain white. Bridget reached inside and selected one. 

The scent of fish drifted to her. She opened the box finding tuna with rice and asparagus. One of her favorite meals. She could tell the tuna had been seared, though not completely cooked just the way she liked it. 

“Thank you,” Bridget said. “I’ve been known to eat just such a meal.”

Erys laughed. “I had a feeling. Are you feeling okay?”

“Health wise?” 

“Yes.” Erys studied her, making Bridget feel as if the woman was trying to see into her mind.

“I feel more or less fine.”

“More or less?” Erys asked, a hint of concern in her gaze. “What doesn’t feel fine?”

“I just need some time alone,” Bridget answered. “I need to think.”

“I understand. I’ll come back later for dinner,” Erys told her. “I’ll bring it. Is that okay?”

“It’s fine,” she murmured.

Erys cupped her cheek, and her soft hands were like a balm to her wounded heart. She bent and kissed Bridget’s forehead. 

“When I come back for dinner, if you
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