
        
            
                
            
        

    
	You think you’re holding someone close, but if you’re not paying attention, they could slip right out of your arms and fall.

	 

	 

	Asher and Erik are getting married, but Asher isn’t happy about the pressure being put on him by their families and unwittingly by Erik himself. Issues that have plagued him for a long time come bubbling to the surface and threaten to overwhelm him. Although he cries out for help, no one hears; instead they write it off as Asher throwing a tantrum again. Only Angel sees the cracks, but it’s too much for him to handle on his own, although he tries.

	The pressure builds, and even though there are breakouts, still no one sees the extent of the problem until the night before the wedding, when Asher is confronted by Erik in front of all their family and friends, and bolts.

	Fortunately, Asher is rescued by Vince’s Uncle Tony, who makes him an offer he can’t refuse.

	The Band heads off to London for a three-month tour, and not everyone is happy about it. Vince is stressed out and worried that Angel is not being entirely faithful. Should he say something? Then Connor meets an old friend, just when he starts having doubts about his relationship with Angel, and the fur starts to fly.

	Will any of the couples survive?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To anyone with a mental illness who thinks no one hears them. Keep shouting.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Vince smiled to himself, thinking how the past year had seemed to fly by. He and Billy were doing great, which was the best. It had taken a while, but they’d finally found a great house and were enjoying every moment. Several months ago, they had talked Daisy into being a surrogate for them, and Joey was constantly by her side for support. Angel was back in the States, attending the art school of his dreams while Connor was still in Ireland, working on completing his schooling for construction. Then, of course, there was Eric and Asher. Poor guys had been living the wedding planning nightmare, but only had a few more days to go.

	Dripping fat hissed on the brand-new barbecue, and Vince moved some of the hamburgers over so they wouldn’t get singed. The grill was full of meat of all kinds—chicken, burger, even a couple of steaks. Erik had a huge appetite, as did Daisy, ever since her pregnancy.

	Vince had cut back on his own food intake, and the proof was in his new wardrobe. He’d lost 30 pounds since the marriage a year ago. Amazing, since he was a chef, with only a year to go to complete culinary school. He wondered whether Billy saw him any differently now he’d lost the weight but decided not. Billy loved him just as he was, and that was the key to everything.

	As if he knew Vince was thinking about him, Billy appeared at his side and draped his arms around Vince’s shoulders. Vince shivered as his husband kissed his neck. “Hey, baby. How’s it going out here on your new toy?”

	Vince hooked Billy with one arm and held him close. “Just great. Love this thing. It’s perfect on this huge patio. Beats the old house of ours hands down.”

	“Yeah, but we had lots of memories there, didn’t we?” Billy’s playful tone made clear which memories he was thinking about.

	“That we did, my love.” Vince kissed him softly. “How’s everyone doing? Dinner’s almost ready.”

	“Meh, doing pretty good. Daisy’s eating everything in sight. Our children will be well fed. Course, with you as their awesome daddy, they will be anyway.”

	“Look who’s talkin’, Billy Caliendo. You’ll be the best daddy, too. You’ve got such a sweet demeanor—funny, smart. You can teach them the drums.”

	“Oh, definitely! Watch them pick up Mommy’s guitar skills, though. Uncle Erik can teach ‘em how to sing. We’ve got a band in the making. Connor and Angel can show them how to build toys, then paint them. Asher, too.”

	Vince stifled a laugh. He flipped the food a final time and put it on the serving platter. “All right, let’s go eat. I’m starved.”

	They brought the food into the house, and everyone stood in a somewhat orderly line to fill their plates. There were multiple salads, meats, and other dishes, most of it handmade by Vince himself.

	They all strolled outside to the patio table. “So, a toast to our new house!” Billy offered.

	“Hear, hear! It’s awesome, guys!” Erik agreed. “Love this view.”

	“Love the peace,” Asher sighed, with a pointed look at Daisy.

	“We wanted a good chunk of land, not to be crowded into housing lots,” Vince replied. “Eventually I’d love a few acres and a ranch style. By then I’ll be an old man.”

	Billy laughed. “Old man. Listen to you. You’re all of twenty-one-years-old, baby. If you’re old, I’m old... and so are all of us, so let’s not even go there.” He glanced up at Erik. “So, six days to go! Are you so excited you can’t sleep? Gettin’ married? The ol’ ball and chain?” He kicked Erik’s chair.

	“Ha, ha, I’m fantastic. I’m really stoked about this. Life’s good, The Von’s doing great, and we’ve got our new house. Once it’s fixed up, it’ll be the talk of the neighborhood.” He took Asher’s hand. “Best of all, it’s ours.”

	Asher smiled and squeezed Erik’s hand. “I can’t wait to move in. Can’t believe those stupid rules and regulations. Who the fuck cares if there’s electricity, or a floor in the kitchen, or walls in the studio? We’ve got candles, and there’s running water. It’s fucking nuts that some official in an office somewhere gets to decide when we can move into our own house. It wouldn’t happen in the UK, and you think we’re crazy.”

	“Those are the rules. Gotta be safe and livable.” Joey waggled a finger at him. “Oy, Connor told me half of what he had to learn was all the building codes. Although, to be honest, I think he can’t wait to get hands-on with the building again. The business course is driving him crazy. He’s about ready to rip his hair out.” He laughed into his glass.

	“Better not, Angel would kill him!” Billy joked. “They come in when, Wednesday? I can’t wait to see them again. Thank goodness for email and Skype.”

	“Amen to that one,” Erik added. “Anyway, I love your house almost as much as ours. It’ll be boss for you and the kids.”

	“Thanks, Erik. Yeah, we looked at what, twenty before we chose this one? It had to be kinda changeable, but not a wreck either.” He looked at Daisy. “How’re you feeling, Daisy? You know we’re indebted to you for the rest of our lives for this amazing thing you’re doing for us.”

	“Hey, I couldn’t think of two people who deserve children more, and I’m absolutely made up that I can help you. If I’m honest, if you’d asked me a year ago whether I’d ever consider being a surrogate, I’d have laughed in your face.” She laughed. “Actually, I did laugh in your face when you first brought it up, but it didn’t take much thought to change my mind.”

	Daisy sat back and patted her stomach where, at just under four months, the twins she carried were already making her tummy swell. Joey rested his head on her shoulder and his hand over hers on her belly. “I wish they were ours, and I hope one day this beautiful little body will be carrying our child, but I can’t begrudge you guys. Like Daisy said, you were made to be dads. These little ones are so lucky.” There was a wistful note in his voice as he patted Daisy’s rounded tummy, but the smile he gave Vince and Billy was open and bright.

	This last year had given Vince an entirely new perspective on Joey. He had always been the quiet one, the one who was happy sitting in the background while the bigger characters—principally Erik if he were truthful—took the spotlight. Sure, that was true, but there was a lot more to his personality. How many men would be prepared to support their girlfriend without restriction through carrying children for not one but two other men? Of course, it hadn’t all been sunshine and rainbows, and Joey sometimes got upset, or even angry, but it never lasted long. It was clear to see how much Joey and Daisy loved each other, and that love shone through everything, even this.

	“Eew,” Asher said, screwing up his face. “Do you have to talk about that? It’s gross. The whole baby thing creeps me out, and the fact it’s my sister... Just don’t go there.”

	Erik laughed and shook his head at Asher. “You crack me up. You don’t like little babies, my hubby-to-be? You’re gonna be an uncle soon. You should get used to that idea, at least. I’m thrilled for you guys.”

	“Thanks, Erik,” Vince answered. “Joey, I know you guys will have a lovely child of your own someday, too, if you ever get around to getting married.”

	“After the band and school, I’m giving it top priority,” Joey said. “My parents are having a tough time of it lately, taxes and all. I’ve been helping them out a lot, now we’re making good money with the band, but we’re not exactly superstars yet, so it’s going to take a while to get everything sorted. I want to get us a house first, like you guys, and that’s next on the list now my folks are out of trouble. Once the babies are born, we’ll go house-hunting, then start saving for a wedding.”

	Billy clapped Joey’s shoulder. “You’re a good guy, Joey. You’ve got it all figured out.”

	He smiled at them. “Thanks, Billy. Ugh, I need some more to eat. Daisy’s pregnant, but I’m eating almost as much, I think.” He got up and went inside to a round of laughter.

	“So, how’re the final touches on the wedding coming, guys?”

	Erik waggled his eyebrows in mock horror. “For heaven sake, Vince. Don’t say the W word in front of Asher. He might explode... or kill someone.”

	Asher punched him in the arm, none too gently, and scowled. “I told you from the very start this would get out of hand and we’d have been better off eloping. But no, Mr. Von Nordgren had to have his day in the spotlight. Not as if he doesn’t have enough of them. I knew damn well as soon as the women got their hands on it, things would get out of control.” He said women as if it was a swear word. “I feel like I’ve been catapulted into hell and surrounded by she-demons, constantly beating me over the head with seating plans and menus and flowers.” He shuddered. “Can you believe my mother actually believes she’s going to get me into a suit?”

	“And so she will,” Daisy said, firmly. “It’s your wedding. You have to be smart.”

	“What’s smart about wearing a suit? When have you ever seen me wearing a suit?”

	“At Grandma’s funeral.”

	“It wasn’t a suit. It was black slacks and a vintage jacket with silver buttons and—”

	“It was close to a suit,” Daisy snapped, “and this time it’s your wedding.” She sat back as if the point was decided.

	“And, because it’s my wedding, how about cutting me a bit of slack?” Asher growled back. “You’ve already blown every idea I’ve had about the stupid wedding right out of the water and if you really think—”

	Daisy huffed. “Your ideas have been ridiculous. Who gets married at midnight in a cave with the officiant dressed as death?”

	“I do,” Asher said grimly. “Or rather, I don’t.”

	“We’ve reached compromises—”

	“Compromises? You mean you’ve thrown me a few scraps, like agreeing to have the wedding in the evening, putting some black serviettes on the table, and going for red roses instead of white ones. Big deal. Well, I’m warning you, keep pushing me and you’ll be sorry. If you force that fucking suit on me, I’ll walk down the aisle in a dress.”

	Vince nearly dropped his drink. “Oh gawd, Asher. I shudder to think what else you’d wear. You’re at the very least—er, how can I put it—shocking with what you choose to wear.”

	Billy nodded. “Truth there, baby. You looked smokin’ hot at our wedding, but I can’t fathom what you’d wear to yours if you had the chance. Something toeing the line of legality, I’m sure.” He laughed. “Aw, Ash. You’re setting a bad example for Angel. That boy looks up to you, you know.”

	“Tsk, tsk. Must behave now, mustn’t we?” Vince joked, catching the scowl Asher sent to Billy. Thankfully, Asher smiled and relaxed back into his seat. He was such a powder keg lately, and the last thing Vince wanted was a stand-up row. “You’re not the only ones, you know. Our mothers took over our wedding, and the hens clucked so damn much together over it they became best friends.” He chuckled, lost in memories.

	“Sure did. How are yours getting along? Have you had much of a chance to help out, Daisy, or have the moms just hoarded it all?”

	“Are you serious?” Asher said, still hyper. “She’s a fucking woman, of course she’s doing her bit to help. And as for our mothers...” He shuddered. “You’d swear they were twins separated at birth.”

	“Whoa, there. Just simmer down, Asher.” Erik laid a hand on his arm.

	Asher shook it off.

	“Hey, in the end, it’s our day. Let the women take care of the details. It’s what they live for. My mom’s always pestering me with questions, and I tell her to just run with it. So far, it all sounds good to me.” He ran a hand over Asher’s hair. “Besides, whatever you wear—I don’t care if it’s a suit or a dress, whatever—you’ll look fabulous. It’d be more interesting if you did wear a dress, then you and Con would match better.” He laughed.

	Joey joined the chat. “What about a dress? What’d I miss, Daisy?”

	“My ridiculous brother is threatening to turn up in a wedding dress if we keep trying to persuade him to wear a suit.”

	“Connor’s wearing a skirt,” Asher grumbled, scowling at his plate as he systematically shredded a bread roll.

	“It’s a kilt. It’s different. You know it is.”

	“Whose wedding is this anyway?” Asher snapped. “I don’t want to wear a penguin suit and sit around pretty white tables with bowls of roses under a flower arch and play with the fairies on the way down the aisle. I want black roses and candles and a cake with a skull on top. And I know it’s not traditional, but neither am I.”

	He threw his napkin onto the table and stood up, scowling. “I’m going to sketch the sunset over the paddock. Call me when it’s time to go. No, call me after the wedding.” Tossing his hair, he slouched around the corner of the house and disappeared.

	Vince took a long drink. “Wow, never a dull moment, huh, Erik? You sure about that ball of fire?” He shook his head. “I’m really worried about Angel. You know how he is with Asher now they’re going to school together. I don’t want him picking up Asher’s temper, and it’s not fair to expect him to deal with Asher when he’s like this. I dunno if he can handle it.”

	“Connor will help him. If Asher gets too nasty, he’ll put a stop to it for sure.”

	“Aye, that he will,” Billy smirked.

	Erik looked over his shoulder. “Well, as moody as he is, I love him, and he agreed to this, so he’s gonna have to grit his teeth and deal with it. I’m not putting up with this level of drama forever, that’s for damn sure.” He stood up and stomped off indoors.

	“I’m worried about them.” Daisy’s gaze remained locked on the door through which Erik had passed. “The stress is showing on them both, but Asher’s a nightmare. You know what he’s like ordinarily. Talk about moody...” She gave a thin smile that didn’t fool Vince for a moment. “I know this has been rough on Ash. He hates all the attention, and they never let up. My mother’s on the phone just about every day, and when it’s not her, it’s Mrs. Von Nordgren. Then there’s the house. He was really pinning his hopes on being able to escape there. We had no idea the law would be so different here, about houses having to be finished before you can live there. It was a big blow. And I know the exhibition is a good thing, a great thing, his biggest yet, but it’s a lot of stress. He’s been doing a lot of storming off, and I think Erik’s getting fed up of it.”

	“I’m worried too,” Billy added, then shook his head and smiled at Daisy.

	“Now, you be careful with your health, Miss Daisy,” Vince cut in. “You’ve got your own health, and the children to worry about, too. Oh hey, didn’t you have a gender test the other day? Did you get the results back yet?”

	Daisy dragged her eyes away from the house and smiled. “Damn, I forgot to tell you.” She grinned at them, her eyes lighting up. “I know you’ll be more than happy no matter what gender they are, but I think you’re going to be so pleased. I was.” She grinned. “It’s one of each. A girl and a boy. Just like me and Ash.”

	Vince beamed. “How awesome! It’ll be cool to see what traits they pick up from each of us. Will one be a blond and the other a redhead? Maybe get your dark blue eyes or... omigod. Those lilac eyes of your brother’s.”

	Vince paused and rubbed his beard. “Now wouldn’t that be interesting? A blond with lilac eyes. It’d look like Erik and Asher’s child.”

	“Oh gawd it would, wouldn’t it?” Billy said. “Well, I hope the red comes through, with your hazel eyes. At least we know how to decorate the nursery now... or is it two rooms?”

	Joey smiled. “Sounds awesome. I’m sure they’ll be adorable. Look at their mother. Oh, and your two mugs of course,” he joked.

	“Very true,” Vince said, chuckling. “They’ll be modeling before they’re one.” He sobered and sighed, gazing at Daisy’s belly. “One thing’s for sure, they’ll be loved and wanted no matter what they’re like. And not just by their daddies. These kids will have quite the support system.”

	Billy glanced over his shoulder to the house. “That they will. I’ll be back... gotta go say something. It’s my duty as best friend and best man... if there’s gonna be a wedding at all, not a funeral.”

	Vince smiled at his husband. “Be careful. Billy. They’re both powder kegs, I’d hate to see you get caught in the crossfire.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The sunset over the fields was a breathtaking sight. Asher couldn’t help but appreciate the wonderful view of the surrounding countryside, such as it was, from Vince and Billy’s home. Three sides consisted mainly of houses with large gardens. On the fourth side, however, there were woods and fields all the way to the horizon, and over them, the sun was going down.

	He had never watched a sunrise or sunset and failed to be moved. He loved everything about those times. There was a different quality to the light that appealed to his artist’s eye, and a feeling of clarity that calmed his mind. Tonight, however, he wasn’t calm. Not even the drawing pad on his knees and the charcoal pencil in his hand could bring him the peace he usually felt when he was immersed in his art.

	Truth was, he hadn’t been able to find peace for a long time—weeks, maybe more. He was blaming it all on the wedding, convincing himself that when it was all over the peace would come again, but the truth was, he didn’t know if it would. Another clearer, more honest corner of his mind was telling him the wedding wasn’t the problem at all.

	Asher sighed and put down the pencil, hugging the book to his chest, and stared out into the gathering dusk. He thought about his other sketchbook, the one he always left at school. He thought about all the sketches he’d been working on so feverishly, more and more and more. What was he thinking? What the hell was he thinking? He was playing such a dangerous game, and sooner or later he was going to get caught. Then what? He should stop. He knew he should stop. He should never have started, but—

	Erik coughed to announce himself. “It’s gorgeous out here, isn’t it? They chose the perfect spot. The yards are so manicured... the meadows, the woods... a beautiful backdrop.” He stepped closer. “Billy and Vince make such great decisions together... they always have. Do you know what the best decision I ever made was, Asher?”

	“No, but I know what the worst one was.” He looked up at Erik, taking in the tall figure with his broad shoulders and long blonde hair. Erik was his Viking, his Nordic god. He was too good for him, way too good. Asher was nothing but a screwed up emo freak, with a mind so twisted it was only a matter of time before it imploded. What the hell was Erik even doing with someone like him? “We should never have got together in the first place. You’re too good for me. You deserve someone who isn’t a fucked-up nutjob.”

	Erik shook his head and sat down next to him. “Wrong. The correct answer was asking you to marry me. As for you being a fucked-up nutjob and me being too good for you, are you kidding me?” He laughed and picked at the grass. “Asher, you’ve driven me crazy since the beginning, and granted, I didn’t know how to handle a lot of it, but we got through it. We survived the insanity in London all on our own. Look at me.” He tipped Asher’s face to look at him. “You’re the love of my life, and nothing you say will persuade me otherwise. Do you even realize that? You can’t get rid of me.”

	“I don’t want to get rid of you,” Asher said, jerking his chin out of Erik’s hold and turning away. He was gazing at the sunset, but he didn’t really see it. “I just...” He sighed deeply. “This wedding is driving me crazy, Erik, and I don’t mean just frustrated crazy. It’s all been building up, and I’ve been...” No. He’d been about to tell Erik, to get everything out in the open. Should he have? Should he? If it blew them apart, maybe it was better it happened now. But the fact was he really wanted this. He desperately wanted to be Erik’s husband, to have someone to take care of and to take care of him. He needed it. And if he told him, if he told Erik the truth... Well, he didn’t think Erik would stick around. He had to manage it on his own. He had to find some way to push it all down again, bury it deep. It would be easier when the wedding was done. All he had to do was wait for the wedding. When it was finished, things would settle down again. They’d be okay. He’d be okay.

	“It’ll all be over soon, I promise. By the end of the week we’ll be done with it all and get back to our lives, our house, and have fantastic memories. Things will calm down.” Erik took Asher’s hand. “Do you believe me at least a little bit? I’m not pulling your leg. This is not worth going batshit crazy over, okay? It’s a wedding. If I could, I’d marry you right here, right now, but I don’t have the ring with me.” He tried to garner a smile at least. “It’ll all be over soon, baby. I promise you.”

	Over soon? I don’t think so. I don’t know if it will ever be over. “It’s not that I don’t believe you, Erik. Things will get better after the wedding. I know they will. But I don’t think you understand. The stress is making me crazy, really crazy. And after the wedding, there’s the tour with the band, which you know is going to catapult you right up there with all the craziness that’ll bring. Then there’s the exhibition. It’s the biggest thing I’ve ever done. It’s unbelievable, and yes, it’s exciting... yes, it’s career-making... yes, it’s going to make us enough money to get the house properly finished but... It’s all stress, Erik. There’ll always be stress, and I don’t know if I can—”

	“I know it’s all stressful, I hate it too. I’ll be here for you every second, Asher, you know I will. We got through the shit in London, I know we can do this.” He kissed Asher’s hand. “You have a support system here, you know that. We need to lean on each other, not dig into each other, or your sister either. This makes me nuts, too, but I just think of the big picture. We will survive. Just...” He let out a sigh and looked out over the yard. “Just talk to me. Don’t shut me out. We can do this.”

	Asher took a shaky breath. His hand shook as he moved the charcoal over the page absently. Maybe this was the time. Maybe he should stop shutting Erik out. “I want to. I really want to, Erik. It’s just—”

	Footsteps made Erik look up and Asher followed suit.

	“Hey guys, I thought I’d check in on how things were. Got pretty heavy back there at the table. You guys all right?” Billy knelt down next to them and put his hands on their shoulders.

	Asher closed his eyes and exhaled. He’d been about to tell Erik, to finally open up and tell him, shit or bust. Ah hell, it was probably just as well. A lucky break that he was cut off just before he opened his mouth. Just batten it down again, Asher. You know you can do it, you’ve done it before. I don’t need Erik to help me with this. I don’t need anyone, I can do it by myself. I can make it go away... until the next time, the next dream, the next sketch. But it’s okay, it’s okay, I can do it. It’s getting better. I can put it all in the sketches now. No more dreams... almost. No more waking in the night and almost... almost calling the wrong name. It’s all going down on paper, and it’ll stay there. I just have to keep putting it down on the paper and making damn sure I hide them better.

	“I’m fine,” he said, surprised by how calm he sounded.

	Billy cocked a brow. “Wow, you must’ve really chilled out. You were all fire and brimstone back there. I’m glad you’re calmer now. Erik, I’m shocked you finally figured out how to talk to him without sticking your foot in your mouth first.” He stuck out his tongue.

	“Ha ha, I learned that a while back, thanks to you. You should be a relationship counselor, what with yours being so perfect, an’ all.” He whacked Billy in the arm and glanced at Asher. “You wanna stay here and watch the sunset, or go back? We’re being rude to our hosts, ya know.”

	“Yes, you are. We have dessert, Strawberry shortcake. Vince made the cake himself. It looks so damn good.”

	“Vince or the cake?” Erik teased.

	Billy blushed. “Both.” He offered a hand to Asher. “Come on, let’s just enjoy a quiet night, all right? No more talk of the W or anything else of the kind. Maybe politics instead. Something soothing.”

	Asher was shaking internally. All the way down inside, where it didn’t show on the outside. In the deep, black hole where he buried all the scary shit he’d been feeling and thinking. Down there, he was shaking so badly he could barely think, barely function. But it didn’t show on the outside, so he smiled and took Billy’s hand, letting Billy help him to his feet.

	It was probably better that he hadn’t spoken to Erik, that he didn’t speak to anyone. Yeah, if he didn’t speak to anyone, didn’t open up the hole, maybe it would be big enough to take all the craziness, and when everything was over, and calm again, he could let it out little by little and deal with it... just like he’d been dealing with it up to now. Yeah... everything was going to be okay. He just had to plaster a smile on his face, keep calm, and get through it, and on the other side, everything would be okay.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Angel was still half asleep. It had been such a long day of traveling, and having Caitlin, Connor’s niece, with them didn’t help. She just never stopped talking. Was that the way all thirteen-year-olds were? To be fair, she was a lovely kid, with bouncy copper curls, beautiful green eyes and lots of freckles. She was a heartbreaker, and she knew it. She flirted with everything and everyone like it was totally natural. She just couldn’t help it. Angel sighed. She’d tried with him, but he’d put his foot down. Nora, Connor’s sister, had not been impressed with her and had not held back in her scolding. Not that it had the slightest effect because, as soon as her mother’s eyes were off her, she’d sidled up to him with a sly smile and wink again.

	Angel sighed once more as he tagged along behind the other three, dragging his feet. Connor was full of bounce. He was so excited to be here, finally. It had been a long winter for both of them.

	Last summer had been magical. He and Connor had spent pretty much all of it in Italy. A warm smile crept over his face from deep inside at the memories. There’d been nowhere he hadn’t taken Connor, no one he hadn’t introduced him to. It had taken no time for the entire village to fall in love with him, just as Angel had.

	The dark swarthy Italians had taken to the bright Irishman instantly. The dancing glitter of his shamrock-green eyes had pulled them in, and his sharp wit and charm had kept him close to their hearts. Angel was so proud of him, so very proud.

	But their time in Italy couldn’t last, and the summer had ended. Over the fall and winter, he’d seen very little of Connor, other than a few weeks over Christmas when both he and Connor had flown to America to celebrate the holidays with his father and their friends.

	That holiday was one they wouldn’t forget in a hurry. Never mind the shock of Daisy deciding to be a surrogate for Billy and Vince—which had turned out to be twins—but then there was the house Asher and Erik had bought. Well, a house only in the loosest sense of the word. Typical Asher. It was an old church with its own graveyard. It had a bell tower—without bell—and the living room had enormous stained-glass windows and a real wood floor. It needed a lot of work, but hell, it was going to be superb.

	Connor was going to help them with the construction work until he started with Angel’s father’s business in a couple of months. Connor was going to devote himself to the project, with everyone else pitching in, in the hope the house could be finished, at least enough to pass inspection, before he had to abandon it.

	Thinking of Asher, he sighed. There was still tension between them. Not like before, but it still hung in the air, and Connor didn’t help. Angel loved the way Connor protected him, but sometimes he was a little overprotective, especially when Asher was near. He was often cold toward Asher when Angel was around, and that just made it even worse.

	As it happened, he didn’t see much of Asher at school, and he’d made his own friends, but it was like another world there. Asher seemed different when he was in the art rooms or workshops, more relaxed, more like he used to be. They could laugh, chat about art and school and all kinds of things, without the slightest stress. As soon as they were out of school, though, it seemed as if a shutter would come down and Asher locked himself away behind it. And it wasn’t just from Angel.

	Ah well, Erik and Asher were getting married in less than a week, so Angel was very hopeful they would both be happy and more like their old selves. He missed the easy camaraderie that had suffused the group at the time of Vince and Billy’s wedding, and he was hoping this wedding would be a new start.

	“Got yer head in the clouds again, a chroí?” Connor took Angel’s hand and walked them to the baggage claim area to get their suitcases.

	Angel spotted a familiar group, with a sign that read The Italian / Irish Combo. He laughed aloud as they grabbed their suitcases and ran to their friends.

	After a round of hugs, Connor stood back and put an arm around Nora, who was the female version of him, minus the beard, and with much shorter hair. “This is me sister, Nora, and a grand one at that, hi. Saved me life more than once for her sins, eh? And this little cracker is me niece, Caitlin. Watch this one, boys. She’s a heart breaker, so she is.”

	Nora smiled warmly at everyone in greeting, but Caitlin looked up at Erik, Asher, Billy, Joey, and Vince and curtseyed to them all, batting her long, copper lashes. “Ah, ye’re all fair grand, so ye are. Enough to make a nun wet her knickers, and no lies.” She focused on Asher, then Erik. Her flirting seemed to be fluid. Her accent wasn’t nearly as harsh as her uncle’s, although it was more pronounced. Her voice was almost melodic.

	“Caitlin,” Nora snapped, but it was clear she was trying to hide a laugh. “Don’t ye be rude to Connor’s friends now.”

	Connor put a hand on her shoulder. “She ain’t doin’ no harm, are ye, macushla? But don’t ye go flirting with me boys here. Brothers of me heart, so they are. Begging yer pardon, Daisy, me darlin’. This is Asher, Erik, Billy, Vince, Joey, and Daisy.”

	Nora smiled at Daisy. “Congratulations, Daisy. I see yer expectin’.”

	“Yes, twins. I’m not four months gone yet, so I’m going to be the size of an elephant by the time we get to the serious end.”

	“Aye, ye’re big for four months.” Nora gave another warm smile, and Daisy smiled in return.

	Angel had never doubted the two of them would get on well.

	Daisy patted her stomach contentedly. “I found out the other day they’re a girl and a boy. A perfect starter family, for my favorite daddies.”

	“Aye, our Connor told us what ye were doin’. A fine thing it is, too. A true friend is a treasure over all the gold in creation.” Nora patted her arm. “Lucky boys.”

	“Oh, they deserve it,” Daisy gushed. “They’re wonderful. So much in love, and with so much more love to give. They were made to be parents, and I’m so happy I could make their dream come true. It’s not as if I’m not going to see the babies. They’re going to know I’m their mother even though I don’t live with them, and we’ll see them every week. Erik, Angel, and Connor are all going to be uncles or at least honorary ones. Asher, of course, will be a real one.”

	Vince and Billy put their arms around her. “That’s right, and we’ll be the happy daddies taking care of our little darlins.” Vince glanced at Caitlin. “How old are you, sweet Miss Caitlin?”

	“Don’t ya be callin’ me that now. I’m no wee babby. I’m thirteen, so I am. A woman grown, and dontcha be forgetting it.” Her pointy little chin jutted, and her green eyes flashed at Vince in warning.

	“Come away now, missy,” her mother growled. “Keep your flirtin’ for boys yer own age.”

	“Yeah... and maybe you should try pitching for ones who are actually interested in girls,” Asher drawled.

	Joey gulped. “Uh, dude, that’d leave just me.”

	Caitlin put her hands on her hips and gave Asher a calculating look that was strange to see on a little girl, then she tossed her bouncing curls. “Well you’re a fine thing, fer sure, but the amount of shite that comes out of your mouth...” She shook her head and ignoring her mother’s reprimand for swearing, turned to Joey. “But you, me darlin, are boss. Here, I’ll let ye take me arm, so I will.” She reached out and linked her arm with Joey’s, bouncing along at his side, each step a neat little dance.

	Joey glanced helplessly at Daisy over his shoulder. Daisy shrugged and stifled a giggle.

	“Can we go home now?” Angel whined. “I’m so tired I don’t know if I can stay upright much longer, so we’re either gonna have to head home, or I’m going to lie down on the floor right here and go to sleep.”

	“Then I’ll carry ye, ye know that.” Connor started to pick him up, but he stopped when the others laughed.

	“Angel! I didn’t notice your hair before, cous. Wow, it got long just since what, Christmas?” Vince ran his hand through the black hair which now almost touched Angel’s shoulders. “Very pretty. Con, yours too! You need to wear it in a ponytail when you’re working with machinery.”

	“That I do, Vince. Don’t need it to be ripped out o’ me head.” He caught Angel’s arm. “Come on, let’s get home. Ah, now isn’t that a fine thing to say. A home at last!” He wore a grin a mile wide as he led the pack out of the airport and into the stretch SUV Tony had sent for them.

	Wearily, Angel climbed into the back of the car, glad to have the chauffeur take care of the luggage. Connor sat next to him, and he rested his head on his boyfriend’s shoulder gratefully. The rest of the friends spread themselves around the spacious interior, and they set off. Angel was glad everyone was going to be spending the night at his father’s house. It meant he could spend time with all his friends but not have to actually go anywhere.

	There was only one thing Angel was worried about. Erik and Asher were going to share the small house with him and Connor tonight, and he really wasn’t sure it was wise. It could go two ways. Either it would clear the air and help things get back to normal again, or it could just make the whole situation worse. Could he really be dealing with the drama on the first night? Ah, well, too late now.

	“Here we are, the grand Caliendo estate, where Angel’s father lives, with some servants, too,” Connor informed his sister and niece. “This is the most incredible house ye’ll ever see in yer life!”

	The group followed him inside and filed over to the living room, where food and Tony were waiting.

	He stood, dressed in black pants and a navy-blue shirt with a pipe in his hand. “You are looking tired, Angelo. Is that boy of yours not taking care of you?”

	“He’s taking care of me fine, Papa. It has been a very long day.” Angel turned to Nora and held out his hand, which she took. “May I present Nora Hollaran, Connor’s sister, and her daughter, Caitlin.”

	Nora blushed as Tony took and kissed her hand. Caitlin smiled until her dimples showed and totally charmed Tony. From that moment on, she stayed close to his side, her arm linked through his.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	The laughter continued out the door as Erik opened it to say goodnight to Billy, Vince, Joey, and Daisy. It was late, and Daisy looked tired.

	“Good night, guys! See you in the morning. You get some rest, Miss Daisy.” Erik laughed, shut the door, and ruffled his hair. “That was fun. Too bad Daisy can’t drink right now, she’s so funny when she’s drunk.” Erik grinned broadly as he settled back on the sofa and pulled Asher into his lap. “Having fun, hon?”

	“Yeah. It’s nice to have discussions that don’t revolve around Saturday. It’s been a fab day, relaxed and... well, relaxed.” Asher laughed and took a swig of the red wine he was drinking out of the bottle.

	“Be damned if relaxin’ ain’t one of me favorite hobbies.” Connor kissed Angel’s hair softly. “It does me eyes good to see such a fine thing, and all mine, a chroí. Sure, and I’m the luckiest man in the land.” He wrapped his arms around Angel. “Finally home in America, at long last.” They smiled at each other and leaned in to kiss.

	Erik watched them fondly. “I knew you two were ideal together, the moment I saw ya. Now you’re done with school, you can get a job and join the daily grind.” He lit up a cigarette. “By the way, your sister seems really nice, but your niece is a handful, isn’t she?” He chuckled.

	“Aye, she’s a bold one, hi. Her daddy, Liam, God rest his soul, died just two years ago. Accident at work, it was. Very tragic.”

	“Were you two close?” Erik asked.

	“Aye, some. He was a fine man. Good to Nora and the babby. Too good to stomach the O’Reilly clan, I’m the only one who bothered with him.” He drank down some beer and sighed.

	“Do you have to do that in here?” Asher complained, coughing and waving away the smoke of Erik’s cigarette. He’d never got used to it and gave Erik grief all the time.

	“I was thinking of lighting up myself,” Angel interjected. “We can go outside, if you like. It’s a lovely night.”

	“I’m up for that, come on. Con, you wanna join us? The smoker’s club’s convening our hourly meeting,” he joked.

	“Sure, an’ I’ll join ye. Enjoy y’self, Asher, don’t tear the place up.” With a wink, he joined Erik and Angel outside.

	“Are you sure Asher’ll be all right in there on his own?” Angel asked anxiously. “I didn’t mean for us all to just abandon him.”

	Erik sucked down a long drag of his cigarette. “He’ll be fine, Angel. Quit worrying. Five minutes alone won’t be the end of him. Meanwhile, how are you two doing? Obviously pretty well, at least since last time I saw ya.”

	“Better now we’re here. It’s been a bit of a struggle. What with Con getting school finished and me getting it started, we haven’t been able to be together as much as we’d hoped. These last few weeks in Italy have been pure heaven, especially knowing that when we came here, we’d both be staying. To be honest, I don’t think it’s really sunk in yet.” Angel looked up at Connor and scratched at his beard. “You’re stuck with me now, me little Irish shamrock.”

	“No one better I could be stuck to, me darlin’ Angel.” They kissed softly, and Connor ran his hand through Angel’s thick black hair. “Finally, with me fella for longer than two weeks.”

	“Oh, yeah. Much, much longer than two weeks. So, how are the wedding plans coming along? I had a quick word with Daisy earlier. She said Asher’s being difficult. I find that hard to believe,” Angel added, tongue in cheek.

	Erik laughed aloud. “You know him pretty well already, Angel.” He swatted his shoe, playfully. “It’s... just got out of hand. I know the whole planning thing is a pain, but wow. He and Daisy got into it on Sunday night. He’s really angry about it not going his way, at all, and said we should elope and be done with it, then Daisy’s all oh no, he won’t steal my big spotlight moment, and so on and on.” He sighed. “I just want this to be over, like he does, to be married, happy, and together. I’ve tried to tell him over and over, but something else is eatin’ at him. I don’t know what, but I figure we’ve survived worse, right? I love him to death, I honestly do, but it’s difficult on all of us right now. Saturday can’t come fast enough.” He took a long drag on his cigarette and looked at the couple. “Sorry, I’m stressed about it, as you can tell. Con, you all set with your kilt?”

	“Aye. It’s all packed up nice like, the whole kit n’kaboodle.”

	“I’ve seen him in it”—Angel grinned and waggled his brows—”and I can assure you my man has a beautiful pair of legs for wearing a skirt.”

	“Kilt, me darlin’, no skirts for this Irishman.” Connor laughed. “It’s a beautiful Kerry green.”

	“A skirt by any other name will still show a nice bit o’ leg, as your sister says.”

	Erik snorted. “Great, I get to see those red furry legs. I’m used to Billy’s, though. He’s got pencil legs, I swear. But Vince doesn’t seem to mind.” He smiled.

	“Dontcha be pickin’ on Billy, now. He’s a fine lad. Can’t believe he’s gonna be a da. He’ll be a great one, so he will. Nora was the same age when she had Caitlin. She’s such a spitfire, I kid ye not.” He drank a swig of beer. “Sure, I don’t know where she gets it.” He adopted an expression of innocence that all but cracked Erik up

	“No, of course not.” Angel tried to keep a straight face but couldn’t stop the laughter bubbling up. “And if you believe that, you’ll believe anything.”

	Connor snaked his arms further around Angel. “Just for that, ye’ll get a surprise when ye come to bed, me love.” He kissed Angel’s nose. “Speakin’ of bed, I think I’ve got to go soon. Me batteries are runnin’ low. I’m drained.”

	“Darlin’, I get a surprise every time I come to bed. It’s that you’re there in it, just for my pleasure,” Angel said sweetly.

	Connor leaned in close and gave Angel a long, deep kiss holding him tight, then stretched his back and rolled his neck. “Eh, but I’m fecked. I’m off te bed. Don’t be too long, a chroí. Good night, Erik.” With a final kiss, he went inside and shut the door.

	“Well, things have certainly changed in that department, huh?” Erik laughed. “You two are so great together, so much passion with your two personalities.” He raised a brow and winked at Angel. “I can tell how in love you are.”

	“Oh, yes.” Angel smiled widely leaning against the wall. “Although, I could say the same about you two. Talk about striking sparks. It’s a miracle you’ve made it this far. I’m really glad you did, though. I can’t believe you’re getting married on Saturday, three days. Fuck.”

	Erik coughed. “I know, it’s surreal to me sometimes, but here we are, it’s almost here. To be honest, I’ve dreamed about it a lot... an awful lot. I see him in his least favorite outfit, a tuxedo, but he wears it for me, and I’m in one, and our parents cheer, our friends cheer and rally around us.” He sighed. “It’s gonna be so awesome though, it’ll be neat with candles everywhere, and at night. I’ll be in a tux with a silver vest, but I’ve no idea what he’ll come up with. He’s always got a surprise up his sleeve.”

	“Maybe he’ll be in a kilt like Con. I bet he’s got better legs for it.”

	“He’s got one helluva set of legs, for sure. I thought you liked yours red and hairy.” He winked at Angel and let out a deep sigh. “It upsets me that it’s upsetting him so much. He won’t even talk about it without an argument and angst and drama. This should be a nervous time, but happy, right? Am I off base? I mean... imagine you and Connor getting married. Wouldn’t you be thrilled? Even if your father took over all the planning?” He shook his head. “There’s gotta be more to this.”

	“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, actually... to ask. Is Asher okay? I mean... really? He’s... I don’t know how to say it, but... at school... His work’s been getting very... dark. And he doesn’t talk like he used to. Is it really all about the wedding? Because I don’t think it is.”

	“I agree. There’s something else on his mind right now. I wish I knew what, but he clams up. Last year you guys were acting all strange, even at Christmastime, too. Tension or something. He did something to scare you, didn’t he? He yelled at you I bet, didn’t he?”

	“I’m sorry, Erik, I can’t tell you. I promised. But it’s been worrying me, gnawing at me all the time. I’ve tried to talk to him a couple of times, but he gets so angry. I... don’t know how to handle him when he’s like that.”

	“Not many people do. Look, I understand you promised him, but if it’s affecting you, we’ve got to find out what it is. I won’t have him scaring people. I know he’s moody and I love him to the end of the moon, but wow, we’ve got to find out somehow. Gently, and just let him knows it’s all right.” He shut his eyes and rubbed them. “I thought we’d gone through the worst of this. It was so bad in London... I thought he wanted to end it with me forever, but... We have to help him. However we can. Stick by him, Angel. I know his temper is scary, but just stick to your guns, all right?”

	Angel chewed his nail. “It wasn’t like that, Erik, honest it wasn’t. It wasn’t that he scared me, as such. He wasn’t being mean to me or anything like it. It was just... the way he reacted, I... What happened to him, Erik? I know something bad happened, Connor told me a little, but he can’t, or won’t tell me anything more than that he was hurt by someone in his past. I know I’ve got no right to ask, and it’s Asher I should be asking, and I will but... Please just give me an idea of what happened.”

	Erik sprawled on the step. “In a nutshell, let’s just say he knew a very bad man who did cruel and evil things to him when he was young. In London, a year or so ago, he got hold of him again. Asher’s still messed up from what the person did, and I fear he will be for life.”

	“I... know it sounds weird, Erik, but I really need to know, for my own benefit—what did this man look like?”

	“A corpse right now, luckily. But he had long dark hair, a goatee, pale, very handsome, but so twisted. Very evil. Why?” He narrowed his eyes at Angel.

	“No reason really. I just wanted to picture him, in my head. I think I need to talk to Ash, Erik. Will you leave us alone for a bit? Just a few minutes?”

	“No problem at all, Angel. You two need to talk this out. Maybe I’ll go sneak an ice cube down Connor’s back, especially if he’s snoring.” He chortled.

	Angel followed Erik into the house with a sinking heart. He’d known it. Pretty much from the start he’d known who the sketch was of, but he hadn’t known it, and he certainly hadn’t known how bad it was.

	Asher was sitting on the sofa, his knees drawn up and his head resting on them. Angel had come to realize a long time ago it was a defensive stance for him. He did it when he wanted to shut out the world. Tonight, Angel wasn’t going to let that happen.

	“Is there anything you want, Asher?”

	“Huh?” Asher looked up, dazed. He’d obviously been dozing.

	“I’m locking up for bed. Is there anything you need?”

	“Um... no. I-I should go. Where’s Erik?”

	“Just gone to bed. Ash... before you go, can I ask you something?”

	“Sure, of course. You can ask me anything.” The smile Asher gave him was so much like the old, open, easy smile he used to give that it threw Angel for a moment. But he couldn’t let it sidetrack him.

	“You know that sketch? The one you got mad over? The—”

	“No.”

	Angel was a little alarmed when all the color drained from Asher’s face and he looked as if he was going to faint. “You... you promised. You...”

	“I promised not to tell anyone else about it, and I haven’t. I didn’t promise I wouldn’t ask you about it.”

	“Well, don’t,” Asher snapped. He unwound and stood up. “I’m going to bed. Just...”

	“Just what?” Angel asked quietly. “Just keep my mouth shut? Sorry, we’ve gone past that. Whatever this is, it’s hurting you. I’ve been worried about you. We all have.”

	“Oh, so you’ve been discussing me with everyone have you? I hope you enjoyed yourselves. I—”

	“Shut up, Asher. Shut up and sit down. Either you’re going to talk to me, or I’m going to call Connor and Erik down and you can talk to them.”

	“So what? You’re gonna tell them everything anyway.” There was the damnedest look in Asher’s eyes, almost panic, but with a spark of anger too.

	“No. The reason I want to talk to you alone is precisely so you can, I hope, talk to me, just me and no one else.”

	“Why would I want to talk to you?”

	“Because I wasn’t here. Because I’ve no idea what happened in your past, other than it was something bad and it freaks everyone out to talk about it. I’m guessing that’s why you’re so scared of talking to them, because they’ll freak on you. I won’t. I don’t want to know what happened in the past. All I want to know is what’s happening now and what we can do about it.”

	“Nothing,” Asher said flatly, “There’s nothing you can do about it.”

	“Try me. Just talk to me, Ash. It couldn’t be clearer that you need to talk to someone.”

	Their eyes met, and there was a long, tense moment.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Asher was absolutely terrified. He was scared Erik would come down, and he really didn’t think he could handle a confrontation. He was scared he’d lose control altogether, and most of all he was scared that maybe this really was an opportunity to talk to someone, to get everything out in the open safely. But would he be safe? Would Angel keep his promise? Would he really keep it to himself, not tell anyone?

	Angel was staying very still, waiting. He was a good listener, a good friend. He hadn’t told anyone about the sketch, even though Asher had been such a twat about it. He hadn’t even asked, not once in all this time.

	Suddenly, it was all just too hard. Keeping it inside was unbearable. He couldn’t go on like this or he was going to crack or explode, and this really wasn’t a good time.

	“All right. Not here.”

	Putting the wine bottle down on the table, he headed for the door, and Angel followed.

	They walked in silence for a time, just wandering in the moonlight. It was chilly, and Angel shivered, but he didn’t say anything.

	Finally, Asher sat down on a bench in the rose garden and ran his hands through his hair. “James was a monster, an absolute monster. I was fourteen, and the things he did to me sent me to a psychiatric hospital for three months. That’s why everyone would freak out if they knew I was thinking about him. Because they’d be afraid it’s happening again, that I’m cracking up again.”

	“Are you?”

	Asher’s eyes snapped up and met Angel’s calm, steady ones. “Yes, a bit,” he said. “Not like before... I don’t think.”

	“Okay. So, James screwed you up and you had a breakdown?”

	Asher nodded.

	“Then what?”

	“A year ago, he came out of prison and kidnapped Erik. He didn’t want Erik, he wanted me so I... I went to him and he...” Angel shuddered. “He tortured us... both of us. Vince’s... Oh, I guess it was your father.” He hadn’t thought of it before. Strange.

	“What was my father?”

	“Vince had him send... help.”

	Angel nodded. “Ah, yes, I know.”

	“You do?” Again, Asher was alarmed, swallowing panic. What did he know? Just exactly what did he know?

	“Not everything. I know you were hurt. Oh, that’s right... someone was killed. Was it James?”

	It felt like a slap in the face, but Asher bit back whatever he might have said and nodded. “Yeah.”

	“So what’s happened to bring him back? Why are you drawing him again?”

	Asher closed his eyes and bunched his fists. “I think... I think I might be...” He shook his head. No, he wasn’t ready to admit that. He wasn’t going to tell Angel, or anyone, that he was afraid he was sliding again, edging toward the chasm he’d fallen into all those years ago. “It was when Erik asked me to marry him.”

	“It was?” Angel sounded surprised. He sat down on the path and looked up at Asher.

	“It made me look back to the only other time in my life when I’d imagined I might get married one day. In the beginning, with James, it was good, it was so good. I was fourteen and he was ten years older. He was beautiful, strong, sexy, and I couldn’t believe he’d be interested in someone like me... a freak. No.” He held up a hand to ward off Angel’s complaints. “No, I was a freak, Angel. You’ve no idea how hard it’s been to live with these eyes. It’s not as if I can hide them. Well, I could wear contacts, but by the time I was old enough to do it, I was too angry and stubborn to want to.

	“Anyway, James was good to me, in the beginning. Things weren’t going too well in my life. My father was a nightmare. He was down on me all the time, and nothing I did was good enough.” And it was killing me inside. Thinking back on what his life outside James had been like back then made him lurch a step further toward the chasm, and he physically jerked as he pulled back. “I was fighting every day with someone—my father, kids at school, stupid assholes who thought it was fun to pick on a freak. That’s why I worked so hard with the martial arts so I could handle myself.

	“The only way I could cope was knowing I had James to go back to. And I really, truly believed that one day, when I was old enough, we’d get a place, get married and spend the rest of our lives together.” He paused and sniffed. When had he started crying? Impatiently, he dashed the tears away and straightened his shoulders. “Even when things started to really go downhill, I still thought it would all turn out okay in the end, and I’d have my dream of being a real family, of having somewhere I really belonged.”

	It was hard to take out all these old memories and feelings, brush them off and lay them before someone else. It surprised him how strong they still were.

	“It took a lot to take the dream away from me, but he did, he managed it. He took everything, and in the end... I think it was more the realization that my dream had been crushed than the abuse that pushed me over the edge and made me want to die. What was the point in going on? No one would want me now, and I’d built my future around that dream. I struggled through every day because I knew it was one day closer to getting what I wanted. When it was taken away, I had nothing to live for anymore.”

	Angel hadn’t moved, hadn’t said a word. Asher was grateful for that. It was hard to hold it together, and one word might send him over the edge.

	“But all that was after it all fell apart. When Erik proposed I could only think of the good times, the way I felt when I looked at my dream, the golden future and I...” He licked his lips, sniffing again. “I missed it,” he whispered. “I missed him. I know it’s crazy. Ha, that’s funny, of course it’s crazy... I’m crazy. But I did. Suddenly I started to miss him really, really badly. It hit me hard that he was dead, and I needed to mourn him. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t mention his name to anyone, or they’d have me back in the hospital again. So I had to keep it all inside. I had to sneak away to cry and”—he glanced up at Angel then dropped his eyes again—”to talk to him.

	“I started to dream about him, and I did the sketch you found. It scared me so badly that for a while I didn’t dare do any more. Then the dreams started to get really intense, and I was afraid I’d do something stupid, like wake up calling his name or something. So I started to sketch seriously. I’ve done probably hundreds of them. I’ve drawn the way it was, and the way I wished it had been. I drew the future I wanted, and I drew James—in all kinds of ways.”

	He glanced quickly at Angel, his cheeks heating. Angel had seen one of the ways, and it hadn’t even been the worst—or best—of it. Angel continued to maintain an almost holy silence, a silence that demanded words, so Asher was compelled to give them.

	“At first, it worked, and everything was fine. Then the stress of this damned wedding started to really heat up. I’ve been bombarded by it from all sides, but no one will listen to anything I have to say. Every suggestion I make is swept aside. Even the things I begged for have been watered down, and Erik’s no help. He’s excited about it. You know what he’s like, he wants his time in the spotlight, and that’s fine. But I feel powerless, completely powerless, as if I’m just a piece of dust caught up in the hoover, battered about all over the place with nowhere to go, and no control. It’s unbearable, utterly unbearable, and I’ve had no one to talk to, no one to turn to. Erik thinks I’m being a spoiled brat, and I guess he’s right, but I don’t do well when I’m powerless, when I have no control. I had to talk to someone... so I talked to James. I talked to him while I drew him, and it made it better.”

	Asher glanced up at Angel, begging him to understand. He knew he’d done a bad thing. He knew it had been a huge mistake from the beginning, and he’d allowed it to get way out of hand, but he honestly didn’t think he’d have been able to get through those last few months without James. He was the only one who’d really listened, who hadn’t pushed him aside or accused him of being a prima donna. He was the only one who didn’t judge or criticize. Without James, what would he have done? Who would he have turned to?

	“You could have come to me,” Angel said quietly, “to any of us. If we’d known how you really felt we’d have helped. You hiss and spit and drive people away, people who would listen if you let us.”

	He was right. Asher was clear enough to know that. If he’d sat down with Erik and talked it through calmly, Erik would have listened, would have put it right... but it was already too late by then. He’d already had James.

	“I know,” he whispered. “I know what I did was wrong, but it’s too late now. It’s almost over. If I can just make it through the next few days, it’ll be over. We’ll spend time in London, have fun, relax and it will all be okay again. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again. If I get stressed like this again, I’ll speak to Erik... or someone. I’ll even see a doctor, a therapist—whatever. Just... please, Angel, please don’t say anything to anyone, not now, not just before the wedding. Erik would freak. I don’t know what he’d do.”

	“You should talk to Erik. It was wrong of him not to listen to you, to let everyone steamroller you because it’s what he wanted.”

	“You know that’s what he’s like. He doesn’t mean anything by it. He thought he was listening, doing his best for me. He thought I was acting spoiled and throwing tantrums... and I was, because I didn’t know what else to do.”

	“He was selfish, Asher. Don’t give him
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