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  Chapter 1
Chapter One
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The Nightmare, Five Days Before The Wedding
The thing about marrying a griffin shifter, Brianna had decided, was that nobody had written the manual for it. 
There were books on long-distance relationships. Books on marrying into different cultures, different religions, different tax brackets. But nothing on what happened when your fiancé occasionally grew golden wings in the bathroom at three in the morning because a nightmare woke you both up, and you had to decide, standing there in your nightgown with your heart still hammering, whether you were frightened or fascinated.
Usually she landed somewhere in the middle.
Tonight she was leaning toward frightened. Not of Jerry, never of Jerry, but of the thing the nightmare had left behind: a cold, specific dread that had nothing to do with dragon shifters and everything to do with the fact that in four days she was going to say the words in sickness and in health and mean them, and she didn't entirely know what they meant when applied to a man who could outlive her by three centuries.
"You're doing it again," Jerry said from the doorway.
Brianna looked up from the bathroom mirror. 
Jerry was leaning against the frame in the dark, watching her with those steady gold-flecked eyes. His hair was rumpled. He looked entirely human and entirely himself, which was both reassuring and the source of the problem.
"I had a nightmare," she said.
"I know. You went rigid." He crossed to her and put his hands on her shoulders from behind, both of them looking at their reflections. "Dragon shifters?"
"The usual cast." She kept her voice light. "Lucas. Werner. Andreas. The whole reunion tour."
"They're in Montana in a titanium cell. They can't touch you."
"I know that."
He watched her in the mirror for a moment. "Then what's actually wrong?"
This was the thing about Jerry. He was a lawyer by training and a griffin by nature, and both of those things made him exceptionally good at knowing when an answer was a deflection. Brianna had spent eleven months getting used to that.
She turned to face him. He was close enough that she had to tilt her head back slightly, which she still wasn't entirely used to . She was not a small woman, but Jerry Farehart had the wingspan, in every sense, of something significantly larger.
"I'm fine," she said. "I'm getting married in four days and I had a nightmare. That's allowed."
He looked at her for three lawyer seconds, which were longer than regular seconds, and then he kissed her forehead and said, "Come back to bed."
She did. She lay there in the dark while his breathing evened out beside her, and she stared at the ceiling and thought about the words forever and always and what they meant when one of you would eventually grow old and the other one wouldn't.
She didn't sleep again that night.


      [image: image-placeholder]The wedding was in four days.
This was both a comfort and the problem.
Brianna had planned the logistics with the same methodical focus she brought to any investigation: venue confirmed, catering confirmed, flowers ordered, bridesmaids' dresses delivered to the lakeside cabin that had once belonged to Lucas and now, in the particular irony of the past year, belonged to Jerry. She'd fixed the paperwork herself. It had felt satisfying in a way that was probably not entirely healthy.
The cabin sat on a narrow peninsula of land at the edge of Lake Maplewood, forty minutes north of the city. Jerry had bought it after the Montana operation, partly because it was beautiful and partly, Brianna suspected, because reclaiming something Lucas had owned and turning it into something good was the kind of long-game thinking that came naturally to a griffin-shifter lawyer. The ceremony would be outside by the water. The reception inside if the weather turned.
It was a good plan. Brianna was good at plans.
What she was less good at, she had come to realize in the four days since the nightmare, was sitting still long enough to let herself feel the thing underneath the plan.
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Gigi had noticed, because Gigi always noticed. She was her BBF. 
"You're making that face," Gigi said. They were at Brianna's kitchen table, two days before the wedding, with coffee and a spreadsheet of seating arrangements that Brianna had been staring at for twenty minutes without seeing.
"I don't have a face."
"You have at least four faces. This is the one where you're thinking about something you've decided not to say." Gigi picked up her coffee. "What is it?"
Brianna looked at the seating chart. "It's nothing."
"Brianna."
"I'm forty-one," Brianna said. She hadn't meant to say it. It came out anyway, the way things did when Gigi was in the room. "He's — I don't know how old he is in griffin years. He hasn't told me and I haven't asked because I didn't want to know. But griffins live a very long time, Gigi, and I'm going to get old and he isn't and at some point I'll be seventy and he'll still look like that and I—" She stopped. "I don't know what to do with that."
Gigi was quiet for a moment. Then: "Have you told him this?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because I don't want to cancel the wedding."
Gigi looked at her steadily. "Telling him you're scared isn't cancelling the wedding."
"I know."
"He loves you. He knows you're human. He asked anyway." Gigi set her cup down. "Maybe he has an answer you haven't thought of yet."
Brianna looked at the seating chart.
"Or maybe," Gigi said more gently, "it's not something that has an answer. Maybe it's just something you're going to have to decide to do anyway."
Brianna said nothing. Outside, the late October wind moved through the oak trees, and a few leaves scraped against the window, and she thought about forever, and said nothing.






  
  Chapter 2
Chapter Two

The Wedding Day
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The morning of the wedding was cold and clear. 
Brianna stood in the shower for longer than she should have, letting the heat work into her shoulders, trying to identify what she was feeling. Nervous, yes. Certain, yes. She was certain about loving  Jerry, that wasn't the question. Something else underneath those things, something she didn't have the right word for yet.
She turned the water off and wrapped herself in a towel and stood at the bathroom mirror.
You are going to get married today, she told herself. You are going to walk to the lake and say the words and mean them and everything after that is going to be figured out one day at a time. You are good at one day at a time.
Jerry was still asleep — she'd checked. She didn't wake him. She wrote him a note in her slanted handwriting and propped it against the bedside lamp:

Jerry. Gone to the cabin to get ready. 

See you by the lake. 

— B.



She paused. Then she added, below her initial:

I'm not scared. 

I'm just the kind of person who needs a minute.


She left before she could second-guess it.


      [image: image-placeholder]The cabin smelled of fresh flowers and hair spray and the particular warmth of too many women in a small space with champagne already open at ten in the morning.
Brianna stepped through the door and was immediately pulled into Gigi's arms.
"You look terrible," Gigi said into her hair. "In the most beautiful way."
"Thank you." Brianna extracted herself and looked around. The bridesmaids were spread across the cabin's main room in various states of readiness: Mira Castellano sitting cross-legged on the floor while a manicurist worked on her left hand, Jenny Hooks in the hairdresser's chair looking quietly terrified, Beata Bowen standing at the window with a glass of champagne watching the lake, and Amelia Farehart,  Jerry's sister, three months officially a vampire's girlfriend, looking luminously blond in a pale blue dress that made her eyes the colour of a winter sky, standing by the fireplace talking on the phone with an expression that didn't match the occasion.
Brianna caught Amelia's eye. Amelia gave her a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes and held up one finger, just a moment.
"She's been on and off the phone since she arrived," Gigi said quietly.
"Did she say who?"
"No. And I didn't ask because it's your wedding day and I'm being a good person." A beat. "It's killing me."
Brianna watched Amelia pace to the far corner of the room, her voice too low to hear. She recognized the body language: the set of the shoulders, the particular stillness that came over someone who had just heard news they were trying to decide whether to pass on.
She filed it and turned to the room. "Let's get started," she said.
Everyone cheered. Beata clinked her glass against the window frame. Gigi poured champagne.
For two hours, the cabin was exactly what it was supposed to be.
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"I need to tell you something," Amelia said. "And I'm going to tell you, and then you're going to decide what to do with it, and whatever you decide I will back you completely." She paused. "I called Isabella's compound this morning. I had a feeling…" She paused and shook her head, before continuing, "I don't know how to explain it, I just woke up with this specific dread and I needed to check."
Brianna looked at her. "Me, too, for a few days now."
Amelia stared at her. "The shifters escaped," Amelia said. "Last night. Guards were found tied up and unconscious. Isabella was already on a plane to Chicago for the wedding and she doesn't know yet. Sally escaped with them."
The room was full of sound. Jenny laughing at something Mira had said. The pop of a second champagne bottle. Outside, a bird making its unconcerned way across the grey October sky.
"You think they'll come here," Brianna said.
"I think they know about the wedding. They've known about this cabin for years.  Lucas used to own  it." Amelia stopped. "I think your nightmare wasn't just a nightmare."
Brianna looked out at the lake. The water was flat and dark in the morning light, the treeline reflected perfectly.
"Have you told Cole?"
"He's on his way. Him and Cane and as many of the Night Riders as they could get together this morning." Amelia's jaw was steady. "They'll be here before the ceremony."
"Jerry?"
"Not yet. I didn't want to make him angry or worried. It's your wedding day."
"Don't tell him," Brianna said. "Not yet." She looked at Amelia. "He'll want to cancel everything and go on the offensive, and maybe they won't come. Maybe it was just the opportunity to escape and they've gone somewhere else entirely." She paused. "And if they do come, we'll deal with it."
Amelia looked at her for a long moment with her clear blue eyes.
"You are getting married today," Amelia comfirmed. "Nothing will stop that."
"That's the plan," Brianna agreed. It was not, she thought, the worst plan she'd ever had. 
She went back to the makeup chair and let the artist finish her eyes, and she did not let herself look at the sky.
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Chapter Three

The Chicago Dragon Shifters
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The ceremony was held outside. It was a beautiful day. No rain, just clouds. 
Werner arrived first, which was on brand.
Brianna heard the gasps before she saw the shadows. The particular sharp sound of sixty people all drawing breath at the same moment. 
She was twenty feet from the altar, her hand looped through her father’s arm, moving down the corridor of guests, when she saw the shadow before she dared to look up.
Werner fell out of the sky. Not like a man but like something built for impact.
Brianna registered everything in the fractured instant before the world broke apart: the unnatural pallor of his skin, the jagged spread of his wings, the way the membranes hung in strips, patchy and worn, like canvas left too long in the rain. 
He was sick.  Whatever was eating him alive could be seen from thirty feet below.
He was still Werner, which meant he landed badly and grabbed Gigi with both hands before anyone had processed what was happening.
Gigi did not go quietly.
She drove her elbow into his ribs, the hard, short movement of someone who'd taken the self-defence class Brianna had made them all take after the Montana incident,  and Werner made a sound that was not dignified, and tightened his grip and dragged her sideways.
"Let go," Gigi said, with the particular flat fury of someone who has been in this situation before and has firmly decided it is the last time.
Werner did
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