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The Wedding That Watched Back

Something Borrowed, Something Watched

Emma Carter stood barefoot on the cool oak floor of the bridal suite, the hem of her wedding dress pooling around her ankles like spilled cream. The late-afternoon light slanted through the tall windows of Willow Lake Manor, catching on the tiny seed pearls sewn into the bodice and turning them into pinpricks of fire. She had imagined this moment a hundred times in the city—standing in the cramped fitting room of a downtown atelier, laughing with Sarah over flutes of lukewarm prosecco—but here, in the quiet of the old estate, the dress felt heavier. More final.

Five days. In five days she would marry Daniel Hayes.

She turned slowly, studying her reflection in the cheval mirror that had probably watched a hundred other brides come and go. The gown was exactly what she had wanted: simple ivory satin with a modest sweetheart neckline, lace sleeves that ended just below her elbows, and a skirt that skimmed rather than flared. No train to trip over, no veil long enough to hide behind. She had told the designer she wanted to see clearly when she said yes for the last time.

“You look like you,” Sarah said from the window seat, legs tucked beneath her, a half-empty glass of champagne balanced on one knee. “Which is the highest compliment I can give, because you’re stupidly beautiful and I’m jealous.”

Emma smiled, but it felt thin at the edges. “You’re my maid of honor. You’re contractually obligated to lie.”

“I’m also your best friend. Contract says I can tell you the truth if it involves zippers or nervous breakdowns.” Sarah’s tone was light, but her eyes—sharp, dark, always a beat too observant—lingered on Emma a moment longer than necessary. “You okay? You’ve been quiet since we got here.”

The manor had been Daniel’s idea. Willow Lake sat three hours north of the city, a sprawling stone-and-timber estate perched on a forested bluff where the water turned the color of gunmetal at dusk. Private, exclusive, and just isolated enough to feel like a world of their own. He had driven up the week before to supervise the final details himself, texting her photos of the flower arrangements and the string quartet’s rehearsal space with the same quiet pride he brought to every blueprint he drew. *This is us starting over,* he had written. *No ghosts.*

Emma had believed him then. She still wanted to.

“I’m fine,” she said, smoothing the lace over her hip. “Just... pre-wedding brain. You know. Wondering if I remembered to pack the right shade of lipstick for the photos.”

Sarah snorted. “Right. Because Daniel is going to notice your lipstick when he’s looking at you like you personally invented oxygen.”

The words should have warmed her. They did, a little. Daniel had that effect—steady, certain, the kind of man who remembered how you took your coffee after one conversation and never got it wrong again. Two years ago he had literally carried her out of a wrecked car on a rain-slicked highway, her left leg pinned, blood in her mouth, the smell of gasoline thick enough to choke on. She had been driving too fast, fleeing another screaming match with Marcus, the man she had once thought she loved until love became surveillance and locked doors and apologies delivered with flowers and threats. The crash had been her fault. Daniel, off-duty and heading home from a late site visit, had seen the taillights leave the road. He had smashed the window with a rock, cut the seatbelt, and talked her through the pain until the paramedics arrived.

“You’re safe now,” he had whispered against her hair in the ambulance, his voice low and sure. “I’ve got you.”

She had clung to those words like a lifeline. When the nightmares started—Marcus’s face in every shadow, the click of a deadbolt that wasn’t there—Daniel had been the one who sat up with her at 3 a.m., never impatient, never asking her to get over it. He had helped her sell the apartment where the walls still felt too close. He had introduced her to the therapist who actually listened. And when he proposed six months ago, kneeling on the roof of their new building with the city lights glittering behind him, she had said yes before he even finished the question.

The dress fit like it had been made for someone else’s body. Someone braver.

She reached back to adjust the zipper and her fingers brushed something tucked into the inner lining near the seam. A small rectangle of paper, folded once, edges sharp. She frowned, working it free. The boutique had been meticulous; they didn’t leave tags or pins behind. Sarah was scrolling on her phone, half-laughing at something on the screen. Emma unfolded the paper.

The handwriting was blocky, anonymous, done in cheap black ink that had bled slightly at the edges.

*He sees everything you think you’ve hidden. Walk away before the vows.*

Her stomach dropped, a clean, cold plunge. The room tilted for half a second, the way it used to when the panic attacks first began. She stared at the note, reading it again, then once more, as if the words might rearrange themselves into something harmless. A prank. A mix-up. A note meant for another bride entirely.

“Em?” Sarah’s voice cut through the sudden static in her ears. “You just went white. What is it?”

Emma crumpled the paper in her fist before she could think better of it. “Nothing. Just... a tag they missed. Scratchy. I’ll have them fix it before the ceremony.”

She crossed to the small writing desk by the window and dropped the note into the top drawer, sliding it shut harder than necessary. The lake outside looked suddenly darker, the pines closer. A gust of wind rattled the old casement, though the day had been still.

Sarah watched her, eyebrows raised. “If you’re having second thoughts, you know I’ll help you bolt. I’ve got the car keys and half a tank of gas. We could be in Mexico by morning.”

Emma laughed, and the sound came out almost normal. “I’m not bolting. I love him. This is just... nerves. Everyone gets them.”

She said the words because they were true. She did love him. The way Daniel looked at her—like she was the only solid thing in a world that had spent years trying to shake her loose—had rebuilt something inside her she hadn’t known was broken. He never pushed. He never questioned her silences or the way she sometimes checked the locks three times before bed. When she woke gasping from dreams of footsteps behind her, he simply pulled her close and reminded her the past was finished.

Marcus had been arrested six weeks after the crash. A restraining order, a plea deal, a new city for him. Gone. Daniel had made sure of the details so she wouldn’t have to. He had given her back her life.

So why did the note feel like it had been written by someone who knew her?

She turned back to the mirror and forced her shoulders down. The woman looking back was composed, glowing even. The dress still fit. The lake still glittered. In five days she would stand under the white rose arch on the lawn below and promise forever to the man who had chosen her when she was at her most shattered.

A soft click came from the hallway door.

Emma froze. She had closed it herself when they came upstairs—had heard the latch catch. Sarah was still on the window seat, legs now stretched out, barefoot like her. Neither of them had moved.

“Did you hear that?” Emma asked, voice low.

Sarah glanced toward the door. “Hear what?”

The handle hadn’t turned. No footsteps. Just that single, deliberate *click*, as if someone outside had tested the lock and found it secure. Or as if someone inside had wanted to be sure they were truly alone.

Emma crossed the room in three strides and yanked the door open. The long corridor stretched away, lined with faded wallpaper and sconces that had been left on low. Empty. A draft moved along the floorboards, carrying the faint smell of rain and pine from an open window somewhere down the hall. Nothing else.

She closed the door again, more carefully this time, and pressed her palm flat against the wood.

“You’re doing that thing,” Sarah said quietly.

“What thing?”

“The thing where you look like you’re waiting for the floor to open up and swallow you. Same face you had the night you showed up at my apartment with a duffel bag and a black eye you swore was from ‘tripping.’”

Emma exhaled through her nose. “It’s the manor. Old houses make noises. Daniel warned me about the pipes and the wind. He’s been here all week—he would have told me if anything was off.”

Sarah set her glass down. “Look, I love Daniel. I do. The man built you a bookshelf that actually matches your weird vintage aesthetic. But if something feels wrong, even a little, you tell me. That’s the deal. No more carrying it alone.”

For a moment Emma wanted to pull the note out of the drawer and show her. Wanted to say the words out loud so they would stop rattling around inside her skull like loose change. *He sees everything you think you’ve hidden.* But what would she be admitting? That some anonymous coward had slipped a threat into her wedding dress? That after everything Daniel had done for her, she was still letting the past bleed into the present?

She shook her head. “I’m good. Really. Just tired from the drive. Let’s go find Daniel and see if the florist showed up with the right peonies. I need to stop thinking and start doing.”

Sarah studied her another beat, then nodded. “Okay. But if you change your mind about Mexico, the offer stands until the officiant says ‘you may kiss the bride.’”

They left the bridal suite together, Sarah’s arm linked through Emma’s in that easy, anchoring way she had. The hallway felt ordinary again—scuffed baseboards, the faint scent of furniture polish, the low hum of staff moving through the downstairs rooms preparing for the weekend guests. Daniel had booked the entire manor for their small party. No strangers. No surprises.

They found him on the wide terrace overlooking the lake, sleeves rolled up, talking with the head groundskeeper about the placement of the aisle chairs. The moment he saw her, his face changed—softened in that private way that still made her breath catch. Tall, dark-haired, with the kind of quiet competence that made people trust him before he spoke. He crossed the terrace in three strides and kissed her forehead, one hand resting lightly at the small of her back.

“You’re not supposed to see the dress before the wedding,” he murmured against her hair, the smile in his voice obvious.

“Technicality. I’m still wearing it under a coat in the car. Sarah’s idea.”

He laughed, low and warm, and the sound wrapped around her like the first sip of good whiskey. “Hi, Sarah. You keeping my bride sane?”

“Trying. She’s got that creative brain of hers working overtime.”

Daniel’s gaze flicked to Emma, searching. He always knew when something sat wrong; he never pushed, just waited until she was ready. “Everything all right up there?”

She nodded, leaning into him because it was easy and because it was true. “The dress is perfect. The room is perfect. You picked the most beautiful place on earth.”

His thumb traced a small circle on her back. “Only the best for you. Come on—florist is here. I told them ivory roses and they brought something that looks like it belongs at a funeral. I need your designer eye.”

As they walked together down the stone steps toward the lawn, Emma let herself sink into the rhythm of his stride, the familiar press of his hand. The note was upstairs, folded and hidden. The click at the door had been nothing—old wood settling, wind, imagination sharpened by two years of learning how to feel safe again. Tomorrow they would laugh about it, or she would burn the paper and never speak of it. Daniel had given her a future. She refused to let ghosts rent space in it.

Still, when they reached the rose beds and the florist began unpacking stems the color of fresh snow, Emma caught herself glancing back at the manor’s upper windows. The bridal suite’s curtains were drawn now, the glass reflecting only sky and trees. No silhouette. No movement.
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