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From a book written in 1899:

—The History of Steeple Westford by the Rev. Horace Simpkins—
 
So in the autumn of the year 1644, Jonathan Curtess cursed Belvedere Fitzwarren, saying, "I curse you and your children's children, that you shall all live out your allotted years, and that those years shall be filled with grief and loss and betrayal, even as you have betrayed and bereaved me."
 
Much has been written of the actions undertaken in the name of punishment. It is not the place or situation of this book to provide conjecture at any great length on the situations regarding the curse other than the facts to hand. Artefacts recovered under the patronage of Her Majesty Victoriana Regina remained with the estate of Belvedere Fitzwarren.
Oscar Curtess, lately of Steeple Aston, had in his possession several items procured from the estate sale of the descendants of the Fitzwarren family. Amongst them a dagger that has the distinction of being attached to the rumour that it is the very knife that saved Jonathan Curtess from a slow death in fire.
The remains of Jonathan Curtess, the second of the most unfortunate to die at the stones, were interred by his remaining family, but there is little knowledge of location.




Chapter One

"Uhnnnn, damn it, sod it, bloody hell—ghuuu." Daniel Francis couldn't keep the grunts of pain and expletives from spilling out of his mouth. Letting loose the torrent of noise was the only thing that grounded him. He had only meant to rest for a few minutes, but, God, how much worse could this pain get? He was trapped now, sitting in the dark, surrounded by the scent of pine toilet cleaner, like some kind of bloody cripple. Scared. Stupid. A waste of space.
What had happened to the man he'd once been? Why the hell was he stuck in the men's toilet at his local surgery, literally scared to death to walk out into the waiting room? He had been doing so well today pushing the pain away. He had taken the pain meds like he was supposed to. They took the edge off the throbbing long enough to fake how well he was doing, and he had yet again survived his monthly visit to see a doctor. In this case, it was the second time since coming home that he had seen Lester, Sr. The doctor had been his usual efficient self, dismissing Daniel with a cursory glance at his records on the screen in front of him.
"Here are the scripts for your pain meds and muscle relaxants. I've lowered the level of Sertraline although I'm not comfortable with your request to do so. Keep to the prescription, use the ice packs. Come back and see me in three weeks so we can re-evaluate, and I can re-issue your medication."
The doctor had continued with the usual inane questions that experts always threw at him, and Daniel made a show of listening while he focused in on grey hair, bushy eyebrows, and pale grey eyes. He was half listening, already deciding he'd had enough of the blurred edge to his world on these damn tablets. He would fill the prescription, but that didn't mean he had to take the capsules. The doctor certainly didn't need to know. Daniel was his own man, and he could make his own decisions. He wasn't a kid who had to do what he was told all the bloody time. Hell, he'd had enough of that in the Army.
As a non-commissioned officer in the Royal Engineers, Corporal Daniel Francis was an explosive ordinance disposal expert—part of a small unit of highly-trained specialists. Men and women who provided munitions neutralization and disposal for both military operations and training exercises around the world, he was trained, experienced, good at his job.
Daniel missed his friends and his fellow soldiers, and he felt the familiar twinge of loneliness that always came with the memories of the soldiers he had commanded. They had been a tight team of six men and one woman, their work enabling the Army to handle battlefield conditions with fewer distractions. They were experts in their field, providing mine clearances and defusing roadside bombs in war zones, and they had been employed in post-conflict situations as well. Daniel's expertise, and that of his team, provided the skills needed to sweep fields and roads and to clear homes and other buildings in towns, making what remained of any civilian population safe.
Corporal Francis had become the go-to man, the person the recruits turned to when they were unsure, the one whom the rest of the unit relied on as a sounding board as they puzzled out difficult situations. He was capable of focusing completely on the mine or bomb or incendiary in front of him, using his skills as the key to surviving a disarmament. He kept the balance between absolute certainty in both his skills and those of his unit and knowing precisely when the time had come to pull back and relieve the horrendous pressure on his men. Daniel had been able to call on his ability to sink into utter stillness at any given time.
Corporal Francis was decorated with awards and citations, resulting from situations that he and his team had survived. Others who praised and paid and wrote articles in newspapers back home called it incredible bravery. He and his team, however, simply called it a job.
That was then, but he had to live in the now.
Daniel Francis, invalided from service, no longer a corporal by name or possessing the ability to be a corporal by physical action, sat cowering in a sodding bathroom unable to even attempt a short walk home. He was damaged goods. Twisted and scarred and unable to even bloody breathe properly at this moment.
"How are you feeling today?" the doctor had asked with a raised eyebrow. Daniel had hesitated before answering. Post traumatic stress disorder was probably not something Dr Lester had much experience in, and the questions he asked were from some kind of script clearly approved by some specialist somewhere.
And Christ, that had been a leading question. The headache that had been nagging at Daniel all day went full blown and intense as he'd tried to formulate a suitable answer.
"I'm good," he'd finally said, as firmly as he could. There was no way he was giving the doc any openings for further questions.
"Your knee—"
"Is fine. Improving every day."
He'd lied. He'd said those five words as convincingly as a pro. Which he was. Daniel had managed to convince the much savvier medics at the Queen Elizabeth Military Hospital in Birmingham. The medics and shrinks there had been more difficult to convince: they were far too familiar with PTSD, not to mention severe injuries. However, Daniel had stuck to his claims, and though still reluctant, both his body and brain docs had discharged him back to his family home in Wiltshire to "heal."
The goddamned fucking lies were acid inside him. He had seen friends crippled or ripped from him by fire and metal, faces gone or reflecting the terror that had occurred with their deaths. His head was as screwed as it could be and still leave a chance for him to pass as something like normal.
As for his knee? What if he told the doc the truth? That oftentimes the pain was so personal, so intense, that he couldn't breathe or stop the tears from scorching his skin as they marked runnels of disappointment down his face. What if he had to admit his failure to deal with physical discomfort when Tommy Llewellyn had lost both legs? What the hell good would that do? He was alive, alive when so many of his unit had not survived, alive enough to walk and to feel the pain when they could no longer do either. He'd be goddamned if he was going to travel the rest of his days on earth in a drugged up anti-pain stupor.
Daniel could have become addicted to the Sertraline and pain pills, unable to go an hour without them, much less a day. He didn't need the softened edges that made his memories blur. He demanded for himself the ice-cold, cut-glass edges of memory. He wanted to remember. For the Ones under his command who never made it home.
He forced himself to walk naturally from the doc's office, refusing to show that his knee was close to giving out, the metal pins holding the bones together as rough as barbed wire grating under his skin.
"Three weeks," the doc had reminded him as he left, and he had managed to respond to the affirmative even as he realised he needed to sit before his knee gave way. He judged the distance to the door in the convoluted nest of corridors and cubicles that constituted the surgery. The toilet was nearer. In any event, Daniel wasn't ready to face the receptionist with her beady eyes and her concern over how he was feeling.
He locked the door behind him, shoved the toilet lid down and slumped until he sat on it. A small part of his mind registered the fact that he'd sat. He pressed blindly with both thumbs into the knot of incredible pain in his knee joint. The blast that had ripped through his team had inflicted contusion, blunt force trauma, burns, and penetrating wounds on those who had survived.
Daniel had been fortunate: many of his injuries had been superficial, except those to his face and knee. Triage had sent him behind the lines to a field hospital, where he'd been threatened with an amputation above the knee. Infection had hit the bone. Even if they were able to cure the infection, there was no guarantee that the knee would be anything close to normal, but it didn't matter. What the surgeon said didn't matter a damn. Nothing would have made Daniel sign that form. He might die? Then he'd die. But he'd do it with two legs. Thank fuck he'd been lucky enough to prove the doctors wrong.
Daniel's face healed. He'd been given as much plastic surgery as was possible, but some scars remained, curling and twisting under his hairline and down his neck. He was a disgusting thing to look out now, damaged, past his sell-by date.
Feeling bloody sorry for himself, his throat thickening with emotion and unshed tears, he bowed his head and pressed more deeply into the skin over twisted muscles and tendons. His pain decreased, but Daniel couldn't tell if the spasm had eased or if he had caused enough damage that his system had released endorphins
Silently he sat. Breathing deeply. Visualising his breathing. In, out, in, out. The rhythm became steadier than the knotting around his knee, and he realized dimly that he was trying to formulate an excuse for sitting in the bathroom for so long. God knows how long he'd sat here, sweat sliding down his face and his stomach churning.
He checked his watch—ten minutes to seven. The surgery was past closed for the evening.
Shit. He was stuck in the bloody bathroom, unable to fucking leave even if he could. Locked in. Hope remained that someone's appointment had run late, that there would be a staff member who could let him out, even though Dr Lester had probably departed for the day. Daniel moved with the caution of the very frail, testing each change in position, measuring his own ability to deal with the stiffness and the pain. Then, gathering every ounce of his remaining energy, Daniel pulled himself to his feet. His fingers clasped the help bar so hard he thought it had given way, and he tottered, light-headed and soaking wet with sweat. Abruptly, the air shifted, and the sweat began to cool, and he shivered. A little twinge in his wrecked knee warned him. Breathe, in and out, the rhythm stronger than the pain.
He had never dreamed that he would need the alterations to bathrooms for disabled users, but he thanked God for them every time he got stuck. The lock twisted under his clammy, sweat slick palm, and he cursed as the metal slipped. Wiping his hand on his thick wool sweater, he managed at least to turn the lock on the second try. He sagged against the door jamb, the little he had done leaving him breathless.
Only evening light illuminated the corridor, and using the wall both as a support and a guideline to exit, Daniel stretched and pulled on the twisted muscle until it finally completely relaxed. By the time he'd hobbled to the door to the reception area, he was able to allow the knee to take weight. Experience had taught him he needed to stop for a few minutes and allow the knee more time to relax, for the muscle to forget about continuing to spasm. Quietly, he waited, staring at his faint reflection in the glass partition to the darkened area beyond.
His hair was no longer military-short, but long and untidy and, Jesus, verging on wild. It curled unhindered to his collar, the longer hair covering more of his scar. Daniel wasn't totally ashamed of his disfigurement, but he didn't want to set out to scare grannies and children.
Six months, that was all. Six months and the man he'd been had found himself replaced with this lesser being. Thinner, muscles tired, exhausted, his skin pale, his stature bent. Fuck. He'd signed up knowing he could die for his country, but he'd never signed up to become a pathetic burden on the same country that had relied on him.
Wait. He tilted his head. Someone was talking in the darkened area, but he couldn't make out who. The corridor where he stood was darkening by the minute. His eyes were tired. There were two raised voices, but not the receptionist, not a woman's tones. Cautiously he moved towards the door, pressing his ear against the cool wood, instinct bringing him to a stop. His military training kicked in, and he automatically assessed the situation before he jumped in. The second voice sounded erratic and edgy, a curse surrounding each word though the tones were slurred.
"…sort this… I can phone the pharmacy… I'm your doctor so I can prescribe you…"
"…just the fucking pad…prescriptions is currency… thass'all I bloody need…"
The first man? He said he was a doctor? Didn't sound gruff enough to be the older Doctor Lester. Maybe it was the younger, the son, new to the surgery. Daniel had seen him from a distance. Tall, blond, unattainable and aloof, and a bit on the slim side to count as an asset. The second man, the threat. The environment. Closed area, only two doors in, one of which he was leaning against. There was more talking, raised voices. Was the second guy armed? Adrenaline rushed his system.
He crouched lower. Changing the expectation was the name of the game. Anyone who attacked the situation would be expected at shoulder level, not in a crouch. His knee protested, but as he had done on the battle field, it was easy to push pain away as the impetus for action coiled in his spine.
There was a lull in the talking, and he strained to hear. He heard other noises, like a chair being dragged across the floor, and then, suddenly, hoarse shouting. The soldier in him came to the fore, and coiled energy underlay his motions.
He assessed the situation in the half second required to shove open the door. A man in a suit, a white shirt, his hands raised, placating. The victim. Another, a smaller figure, hooded, his back to Daniel. He caught the glimpse of a knife, wicked, sharp and silver, glinting in the streetlight illumination from outside. The man in the suit startled as he spotted Daniel. Daniel knew he had seconds as the hooded figure turned on his heel, all the while waving the knife. Daniel sidestepped the blade, feinting left and bringing his arm up to block the return sweep, ducking and using his foot to catch the guy at the back of his leading knee, the most vulnerable point Daniel could use to overbalance the intruder. In between one breath and another, he twisted the guy onto his front, dropped his weaker knee against the other man's lower back, and yanked back the intruder's hood. Long, dark hair slipped free, and he clutched it tight.
"Drop the knife," he snarled, smashing the guy's face into the carpeted floor, pushing it harder when the hand holding the knife refused to let go. The intruder tried to struggle and twist, but it was a pathetic attempt, nothing that worried Daniel. Easily dominating the moment, he moved his hard body and made the person under him whimper in distress.
"Let—up!" The voice intruded into Daniel's concentration. He glanced up at the other man, then down again, pressing his thumb into the pulse point of his opponent's wrist. The other man released the knife because his fingers refused to hold it. Using his foot Daniel pushed the knife away.
"Let. Go." Jesus, the guy in the suit was insistent. Thing is, finishing a takedown when spectators jeered and threw stones was nothing. He could push through this. In a movement as smooth as he could manage, he clambered to his feet, pulling at the intruder and shoving him at the reception desk, tense, watching for retaliation, alert to the possibility of another weapon.
What he saw was a boy, no older than seventeen or eighteen, eyes dark and huge in his face, the hood fallen and twisted around his neck. He was shaking, sobbing, and—what the fuck—the other man moved between them, holding out his hands and talking softly.
"He didn't mean to hurt you, Connor. Let's get you out of here. It's okay, we'll sort this…"
Nonsense slipped from the man's mouth, a mumble of placating claptrap, politic-speak. Suddenly Daniel felt fury spiral up his spine. He'd risked his own very stressed and fragile body to save the doc, and the doc was acting like Daniel had committed a crime.
"He had a fucking knife," Daniel snapped, leaning on to his other knee, the burn in his bad leg causing him to favour it.
"He wasn't going to hurt me," the man snapped back, his tone as hard as Daniel's. Daniel couldn't understand the annoyance in the other's eyes. His anger was directed at Daniel, not at the boy who stood shaking in the corner. Daniel watched as the doc's gaze slid to the side of his face, but he damn well refused to move his hair to cover it.
"D-Doc, please… Doctor Lester." The boy was pleading with him, his voice shaky and slurred, then suddenly he slumped into the doc's arms. Lester didn't even seem surprised. He quickly pulled out his cell, dialling and speaking in short, clipped tones.
"Ambulance, Steeple Westford surgery, overdose."
Daniel listened to the man who the unconscious guy had positively identified as the younger Doctor Lester. What the bloody hell kind of Wonderland had he dropped into where he was the bad guy? He watched Lester place the boy in recovery position; the patient seemed to be breathing, but was limp and unconscious. The doc traced the lad's face where Daniel had pushed him into the carpet. He looked up at Daniel, who gazed back at him steadily, just waiting for the doc to try something.
"What the hell did you do?" he finally barked at Daniel, his handsome face creased into an angry frown.
Daniel took a deep breath. The adrenaline pumping through his body had been giving him an edge, but now it was starting to recede, and the pain in his damned leg was back.
"What did I do?" What the hell? Why am I the one being handed the anger? "He's the one with the bloody knife."
"He's high, for God's sake. I was talking him down." Doc was vocal in that clipped, closely cropped, precise way that Daniel had previously only heard in the young army officers who had avoided grunt work by virtue of education. Born with silver spoons in their mouths, the lot of them, including the doctor glaring at him.
"Yeah, looked like it was working." Daniel injected sarcasm into his voice then winced. I sound like a bloody kid, not an experienced soldier with a valid point. Doctor Lester pointedly ignored him, hunching over the prone figure of the boy. Daniel edged towards the door. He was not waiting around for any more shit. He had enough of his own to deal with.
Daniel left the young doctor to do whatever he needed to do, limping away before people started asking questions. He wasn't going to stand and watch the accusation in Lester's face, even as he lost himself in the depth of the man's bloody green eyes sparking with indictment. Now was not the time to be attracted to anyone, least of all someone so unlike the cool, calm level-headedness he'd seen from the numerous army medicos he'd talked to and been seen by. Young Dr Lester's level of passion and heat in crisis was disconcerting.
Daniel needed to go, had to leave, and action followed thought immediately.
Within a few minutes he had half walked, half tumbled back to his house. The one-story rambling white cottage with its tangled autumn country garden and high wall was his family home. His parents were long since gone, and Daniel had no siblings, so the house had become his retreat. When he'd been injured, he wanted to be at home, his home, where there was peace and memories that made him smile. He had waited while the broken bones healed, waited to hear that he was cleared to return to his role in the Army. If he couldn't be on the front line, he wanted to serve in some kind of capacity, advisory, something.
When the medical officer turned up in his room, his expression stern and serious, Daniel knew. There had been some placating words, words like pension and support and counselling. And then it was over. Just over.
The front door shut behind him, and he was finally alone. The adrenaline left his body, dropping steadily until only he and what he'd done remained. He hadn't overreacted. He hadn't. The intruder had a bloody knife. Never leave an opponent armed no matter who might say otherwise. The last time he'd done that, the last time he'd second-guessed himself, and trusted another, people had died for God's sake.
He wasn't some stupid, soft idiot who allowed shit to happen to him. He was a brave man, a strong man, and he made things happen to other people. Daniel repeated those two sentences over and again as he made his way through the house, turning on lamps until the rooms were flooded with light. He closed all the curtains. Finally nothing of the dark outside remained inside his house. On unsteady legs, he went first to the bathroom and then to his bedroom. He tipped out his tablets into his hand and counted them: two of the white ones, three of the pale cream, one red one. In a single second, he threw them in the bin. He didn't need all this shit to take the edge off the pain. He was a soldier, and he had a high pain threshold. He could manage on his own. Pain proved to him that he was alive.
He had been strong and certain, and he knew what he'd done at the surgery was right. There was no way he was going to doubt himself because he was looking at his life through a drug-induced haze. Hell, that made him no better than the kid he'd thrown to the ground. Still half dressed, Daniel fell into bed and pulled the covers over himself. With a grunt, he rolled onto his stomach. His hand naturally slipped under the pillow, and his fingers closed firmly around the hilt of a knife. Cold, hard metal within reach. It comforted him, more so than the Browning pistol. Far more than his uniform that had attracted fire in foreign lands from people resentful of his presence. The knife signified stealth and strength, and he knew how to use it. He closed his eyes and stretched out each cramped muscle in turn, forcing the ache in his knee away to the dark parts of his mind. Those dark depths were the only part left of him that could handle the memories and the pain.





Chapter Two

Sean had just about reached the end of his tether. Stress knotted in him, and his normal politeness was pushed aside in lieu of barely hidden irritation. The police had made another visit in the morning, alerted by the hospital as a matter of course. They just wanted to tick all the boxes on what they termed the "Connor Simmons situation," and Sean really had tried very hard to assume his best doctor persona to deal with all the questions. Yes, he knew Connor Simmons, the boy that had threatened him. Yes, he knew Connor's medical history and all of its implications. Yes, Connor was his patient and not his father's. No, he didn't want to press charges. Yes, that was a decision based on clinical evidence and not just because he knew the boy and the boy's family. Sergeant Andrews, all spit-shine and officious, tutted and hovered, his face showing his displeasure. Given he was one of Sean's patients, Sean did wonder if the other man's irritable countenance was more to do with the recent recurrence of his piles than frustration with Sean's decision.
He had far more important things to consider. He had his best friend's sister in hospital, her newborn son fighting for his life. He tuned out the monotonous questions and thought about how he was going to visit the hospital before dinner tonight. He wondered if Phil would be there. The poor Fitzwarren family spent so much time in hospitals one way or another. Damn curse and all it meant for his friends.
"We would recommend the records show—" Andrews tried one last time, but Sean wanted this finished.
"There's no need for that," Sean interrupted. "The patient has been discharged by this surgery into hospital care." He remained adamant, and after some disapproving final comments, the policeman closed his notebook and left. Sean was tired, and the last thing he needed were people like the cop and that idiot wannabe hero type from last night, interfering in the care and understanding of one of his patients.
"You know my opinion on this." His dad's voice was tight with the same disapproval as Andrews', and Sean groaned inwardly. They were at loggerheads over most things. His dad was a doctor true to the old ways, stubbornly attached to methods that made Sean shudder with his own form of disapproval. He glanced around the empty waiting room, seeing only Edna behind the desk filing records, and she had been privy to many of their heated disagreements in her time.
"He's my patient, Dad; it's clearly not up for discussion." His dad made a sound halfway between a sigh and a snort and turned on his heel. Sean thought he made out muttered words like idiot and boy, but at the age of twenty-nine, it wasn't the first time he'd been called either, nor would it be the last. Surgery was due to start in ten minutes, and the door opened revealing a harried mother with small baby in her arms.
"Doctor Lester—" Sean was immediately in doctor mode as the baby squalled and sobbed, the mother not far behind. All thoughts of his dad or cops or dark-haired ninja aspirants pushed to the back of his mind as he triaged the situation by sight alone then scooped the baby confidently and expertly from the hysterical mother.
It was the start of a very long work day, patient after patient, with ills from the baby's milk rash and ear infection to the current rush on non-seasonal flu. If the day was long enough, then the evening spent with his parents for dinner with no escape was even longer. It wasn't that he particularly disliked having dinner with the family, but he was tired and irritable, and his dad had this way of getting under his skin. He managed to excuse himself by ten, walking back the mile between his parents' Georgian-style house and the surgery. His home was a small cottage and had been part of the original farmhouse. It had been converted along with the main house, which housed the surgery complete with two consulting rooms and a small dispensary. It was linked to the surgery by a corridor but blocked by two connected doors that he hadn't had to open since he began working here. He guessed it had been originally designed for the resident doctor to be on site, but the cottage, a quaint mismatched level of rooms and tilted ceiling, hadn't been properly inhabited by a doctor since his dad left after marriage. Marrying his mum had been financially a good move for Doctor Lester Senior, and the large, six-bedroom house that came as her dowry, for want of a better word, had been the ideal home for the socially upwardly mobile village doctor. It helped that his mum and dad were wildly and completely in love. Whatever his problems with his dad in professional terms, his home life was an excellent and very stable one.
He normally found comfort in the warm cosy home, walls solid and whitewashed inside and out. He closed curtains and poured a small whisky. Hesitating a moment he sighed heavily and then tipped every drop back in the bottle. Tonight wasn't the night to take the edge of his frustration with alcohol. He was officially on call, although he was backed up by out-of-hours surgery support. He settled in the old chair by the fire, half wishing he could be bothered to lay a fire and then dismissing it when thinking of the smoke that pushed back in the room whenever he did that. He really needed to think about getting the chimney swept, and he added it to his mental list for another day when he had less pressing matters to think of, including Connor Simmons.
Soon, Connor's notes lay spread across Sean's lap and sofa. They were tangled and mostly still paper driven, the paper records stopping only at the point two years earlier when Sean had managed to drag the surgery into the twenty-first century. Some observations were from the Salisbury District Hospital, others from counselling sessions, and a few annotations were in his dad's hand. Curiously he read his dad's messy cursive. Connor Simmons was a local boy, had been a patient of the surgery since birth, and there were the usual notes of immunisations and childhood illness. It was clear from what he read that he started showing signs of depression around age fourteen, and Sean blinked at the words "needs more exercise" written under a prescription for depression meds. At fourteen.
It went downhill for him from then on, but to be fair to his dad, it happened out of his control, at school. Connor succumbed to an addiction to drugs, cocaine, and speed, getting in with the wrong crowd. It didn't say that last part in the notes, but Sean had first-hand knowledge of Connor. He'd been at school in the village, and he knew the family. He'd heard the village talking, heard more than people realised. He opened his laptop and logged into the surgery network, running through the rest of his notes in their electronic form, updating the actions from last night in minute detail. But he kept getting distracted. Something was digging away at his thoughts, but for once it wasn't worrying or thinking of a patient of his. Sighing, he tracked back through his dad's appointments yesterday.
The last appointment? No, actually the second from last, the only one that fit the details of the display Sean had seen. Daniel Francis, twenty-six, and the only records he could see were the automated records. Ex-army, bomb disposal, time in Afghanistan, injured badly by shrapnel in an explosion, his left side damaged, left knee, thigh, arm, face and neck, his ID number tracking a move to the veterans ward in Birmingham on arrival back in the UK. The man was evidently some freaking war hero, combat-ready, injured, but clearly still in defence mode. Hence the separating of Connor from his knife in such a brutally quick and efficient way.
Daniel checked through the prescribed meds passed by the hospital and rubber-stamped by his dad. Jesus, how the hell did the man make such dramatic moves on the perceived threat when the drugs in his body were so damned disabling? Daniel Francis was a walking medicine cabinet—meds to keep the man sane, meds for highs, meds for lows, meds for the pain, muscle relaxants. He must feel like a zombie. There were no black and white records of post traumatic stress. Daniel's psyche evaluations were only that which would be expected. His plastic surgeon had recommended more work on his face and neck, but there were notes to indicate the patient had withdrawn from the programme of medical intervention. Having seen the scarring on Daniel's face, Sean wondered if surgical intervention would have made any difference to what was there. It wasn't awful scarring—Sean had seen worse on patients caught in fires—but he wondered if Daniel was self-conscious of the marks. Sean made another mental note to maybe book an appointment for some face-to-face time, but he would have to manage it without his dad getting wind of it. The elder doctor didn't take kindly to interference in his patients by his son. Maybe an informal chat? There were inconsistencies in his prescriptions, modern schools of thought that would never have prescribed the happy pills and the muscle relaxants on the same script.
By the time midnight came, he was ready for bed, but by two in the morning, tossing and turning in his bed, he just knew he wasn't going to get any sleep. Solutions to this inability to sleep were easy. He handed them out every day to his patients without conscious thought. He should attempt relaxing, maybe aided by finishing a lukewarm drink, but not caffeine, warm milk perhaps. Then maybe he should be asking himself what might be worrying him. All he needed to do was to find the root of the issue, and sleep would normally follow. Simple. He just couldn't seem to apply any of these wonderful fix-it-all solutions to himself. He wasn't stupid. He had ideas why he was so restless and irritable. Connor was one. He knew he couldn't turn his brain off, which made him not able to sleep, which made him tired and even more unable to relax. On nights like this, when the village was in darkness and his thoughts refused to allow him to sleep, there was only one thing to do.
He needed her like he needed his next breath.
She was beautiful, sexy, gorgeous, and all his.
His only extravagance from the inheritance his gran had left him. Low slung and cherry red, a beautiful Audi TT Roadster sat next to his dad's old battered Land Rover they used for cross country house visits. Two hundred and sixty-eight horses sat under the Audi's bonnet, and a sound system that blew him out of the water. It was like chalk and cheese, their choice of cars, yet another thing that his dad didn't expect from him. In his dad's opinion, a flashy car was not what a village doctor should be driving.
He slid into the driver's seat, the leather cocooning him, the smell of new and clean intoxicating to the senses, and peace slipped over him as he shut the door. For a while he just sat there, his arms stiff and his hands gripping tight on the wheel. Losing control of Connor yesterday was bad. He hadn't recognised the lad's appointment earlier in the day for what it was—a cry for help. Damn it, how the bloody hell had he missed it?
He pulled away from the surgery and drove through the village at a slow speed, the darkness engulfing the car and blurring the scattered homes. The pub at the edge was the final barrier until he was out on the open road. It twisted and turned, and he opened her up, using sense memory of each bend, his mind concentrating at near full capacity. Rhianna played on the iPod, segueing into Lady Gaga and then into Abba. Finally he felt the stress across his shoulders release, and he selected some Enya to pull him home.
A mile outside of the village he was smiling thinking of the homestretch, his bed, sleep.
What happened next was his worst nightmare. He came to another bend, and there was something in the road. A shadow, a suggestion of shape, a deer, a fox, and he slammed on the brakes, his stomach clenching, the bushes scraping the side of the car as he wrenched it left and away from the shape. He was going to miss it. He knew it as he glanced at the shadow,
then shit, he ended up nose-first in twisted yew at an angle. The smoke from the tyres created an ethereal mist around the embedded car on the dark road.
"Shit! Fuck! What the—" He had the presence of mind to turn off the engine, caught between horror and shock that he had nearly killed something… someone. In seconds he was out of the door and stumbling to the shape lying on his side in the middle of the road. A man. Oh god no. "Bloody hell," he stuttered and dropped to his knees on the hard road, years of training in emergency care to the fore, testing for a pulse. It was strong.
"Didn't h-h-hit me," the shape near-whimpered, rolling over onto his back. Sean rocked back on his haunches. Daniel Francis? Lying in the road—not hit? "Why the f-f-fuck you d-driving like Mi-c al Sch'ma'cher?" His voice was strained, vowels slurred, shivery, and in the faint light of shattered headlights, Sean could see the sheen of sweat on grey skin.
"What the hell are you doing in the middle of the fucking road at two in the morning?" Sean snapped back, his fingers moving to palpate across Daniel's neck.
"W-w-walking," Daniel pushed out. Sean huffed and held out a hand to help the man up. Walking. What an idiot. Who the hell walked in the pitch black on country roads in the dead of night? Daniel didn't take his hand, stubbornly using his own instead to lever himself up. He fell back with a grunt of pain and an added groan of frustration. Given the level of damage to his knee, he must have been in one hell of a lot of pain.
"Take my hand," Sean insisted, putting on his best doctor voice, the deep authoritarian tone that brooked no argument.
"F-f-fuck off," Daniel ground out, and Sean stood abruptly.
"You want to stay in the road? Suit yourself." With a harsh exhalation of breath, he crossed to his car, judging he could just reverse from the hedge. Nothing gripped too tight to the ruined bodywork. He flicked on his hazard lights as a warning just in case there were any more cars on the road. Pulling out his mobile phone, he moved back to crouch by Daniel, his free hand automatically touching around the knee, watching the grimace of pain twist the man's face. He dialled emergency services, identified himself and began to explain—
"No 'bulance," Daniel ground out. Sean hesitated, told the operator to hold, and covered the mouthpiece. There was intense desperation in Daniel's voice, in his wide eyes, and the creases of pain that bracketed his mouth.
"Are you going to let me help you stand then?" Sean waited, counting to five in his head.
"F-f-fuck—okay." Daniel was cursing a blue storm, but calmly Sean explained how the patient was ambulatory, he was providing assistance, and cancelled the call. Then he pocketed the phone and braced himself to help up the solidly built guy who was almost curled in on himself in obvious distress. Finally, Daniel was standing, leaning most of his weight on Sean, and there was no way he should be walking under his own steam. Except… Sod it. He was. He walked a few steps away, stumbling and dragging his bad leg.
"Get in the car," Sean snapped. "I'll take you home." Daniel kept walking, well, limping, not really walking, and stopping. "Bloody idiot. Get in the car, Francis."
Daniel stopped fully, but didn't turn. "You know m-m-my name?" His words sounded less lucid with each syllable he uttered, and Daniel contemplated phoning back nine-nine-nine just to get some help to move his stubborn arse.
"You're one of our patients. Of course I know your bloody name," Sean defended quickly, unexpectedly aware he had clearly crossed a subtle line with the soldier broken in the dark. Maybe revealing he knew him, and likely in a more intimate way than most, was probably a very bad thing on Daniel's scale of bad things. Daniel visibly slumped in place, his shoulders loosening from where they had been so rigid before. Sean sensed victory, just wishing he felt less like it was Daniel verging on unconsciousness and more that Daniel saw Sean was right. "Are you getting in the car?" he added quickly.
"Can't move." Simple words but they dripped with a biting terror, and Sean's heart turned. The compassion that he wore like a second skin snapped alive, and in seconds, he was there, remembering the notes that it was Daniel's left side that was damaged and scarred. He slipped under the taller man's right arm, taking his weight. With as much strength as he possessed, he finally managed to get them both to the car door. Daniel's breaths were fast and uneven, catching snatches of desperate air as his eyes slid closed. Getting him into the car was easy enough; it was like he simply slid in, boneless, and semi-conscious. He was clearly in a place where he could handle the pain, and Sean couldn't even begin to contemplate how dark that place must be. He didn't worry about the belt, couldn't untwist it from around Daniel's lax body, and cursed as branches pulled and gripped his car viciously, paintwork scratched to buggery. Shit.
Within a minute or so, thanking the gods she started and pulled out of the tangle of tree roots and bushes, Sean was at the surgery, the best place for Daniel he thought. The closest safe flat surface was his front room and the sofa bed that he could pull out. He quickly arranged what he needed, then guided the semi-conscious soldier in through the wide door and to the thin mattress. It wasn't the best bed in the world, but the patient was at least lying still.
"I'm coming back." He returned to the front door, closing it on the night outside and then grabbed his bag before settling on his knees next to Daniel. "Can you tell me what you've taken, Daniel?"
"Don shtake… drugs…" Daniel slurred, forming each word slowly.
"I mean your meds," Sean explained patiently, "your meds, Daniel?" Daniel groaned and lashed to his right.
"Walking…through it. No meds—"
Sean blinked. That wasn't right. Daniel couldn't mean he hadn't taken any of his meds, the cocktail of pain killers and muscle relaxants that had been prescribed?
"None of your painkillers? Nothing?"
Daniel shook his head mutely and tried to lift his head, his skin clammy with sweat and grey. He was visibly shaking, and then stiffening as his entire body seemed to spasm. The pain that the soldier was in must be inconceivable, indescribable, and Sean made a decision, rummaging for his limited stock of morphine. He loosened Daniel's jeans to pull them slightly down. Finding the right location, he injected and then sat back. The jeans needed to come off. He had to see the knee, but there was no way he could pull them down over the knee. He would need to cut them off.
"No 'spital," Daniel pushed out through gritted teeth, bending his neck to look directly at Sean, his eyes bright with pain. "Promise me."
Sean hesitated. What if when he cut the jeans away he found damage beyond his care? Had he hit him with the car? What the hell was the idiot doing in the middle of nowhere in the dark? Why hadn't he taken his meds?
"For God's sake, you need…" Despite his frustration, he fought to find some compassion and tried to temper his voice with a softness he wasn't really feeling inside. "Hell, I promise."
Daniel closed his eyes, letting his head fall back. It seemed the two words had worked, and as the morphine kicked in, the lines of pain bracketing the soldier's mouth started to relax. Sean took a few minutes, watching as the tension left Daniel's face. He was gorgeous, and the scarring that curved around his ear was less than it seemed. It was close to his left eye at its extremity, the skin puckered and ridged.
Taking a deep breath to concentrate, Sean sat back on his haunches, reaching for the scissors and cutting from the ankle upwards on the jeans. He slowed as he neared the knee and cut as carefully as he could around the swelling that was pushing against the denim, distorting the shape. It didn't faze him to see the scars, livid and stretched against the swollen flesh. He had seen worse on his casualty rotation, but what did faze him was why the swelling was so damn bad. Had this idiot really not taken the medication his dad had prescribed? He carried on cutting, running his hand up under the material as he reached the crotch area, and was finally halted by the thickness of the cloth and hard metal under the jeans and Daniel's shirt.
Curious, he used his other hand to hold the cloth and separated the top from the belt. A knife—a dagger. Ornate on the hilt and inscribed with words that were worn with time.
He didn't question why this invalided soldier carried a knife, particularly what appeared to be an ancient dagger. He had seen some PTSD, knew some of the decisions made by those suffering seemed at odds with what polite society expected. He had dealt with an attempted suicide from a guy who had lost his whole unit in one go, and he'd been left without a scratch. Survivor guilt, PTSD, so many descriptions for so many different souvenirs soldiers brought home from war.
Daniel's face was different without the violence in his eyes or the pain in his body. At peace, eyes closed, with morphine-soft sleep allowing him to rest, he had a gentleness to him. He really was a stunning man, all carved sharp angles and muscles. Clearly the wasting on his left leg was not anywhere else. He still had strong arms, a small amount of scarring blemishing his left arm. He must still work out. His thick black hair had a natural curl to it, and he evidently hadn't kept up with keeping it army-short as it curled around his ears in defiance of style. His eyes were closed, but before they'd closed, Sean had looked past the glaze of pain and wide pupils to the deep mink brown and the lines of amber that specked to the centre. They were beautiful.
Hell, he was just Sean's type, all dark and brooding alpha male. His dark hair, thick and unruly was currently plastered to his head with sweat, and the dark brown eyes were hidden behind tightly closed lids. He shook his head. Doctors did not harbour impure thoughts about patients, however gorgeous they were. He was not perving on the curve of Daniel's dick as he cut away the jeans or the muscles that were hard and defined on his broad chest as he pulled the T-shirt to one side. That was just wrong.
He palpated the knee. He knew he'd promised no hospital, but unless he could get this swelling down…
Sighing, he moved back slightly and pulled two blankets over the resting man. He probably had around three hours before Daniel would wake in pain, and he needed to rest, and maybe research a little on knee injuries.





Chapter Three

The dream came very slowly, easing through the haze of morphine and the throb of pain in his shattered knee. It was nothing more than disjointed images that made little sense—a man with another man, a kiss, a blur of clouds and grass, and there was a scent redolent of summer heat. It was a nice dream, and Daniel gripped tight to its transient beauty and peace. As was usual, it didn't last long, sliding uncomfortably into the gripping heat of pain as he moved in his sleep, and he opened his eyes to the blackness of the room. For a few seconds, he was disoriented, then training kicked in, and he ascertained location and resources in seconds. He was in a house, and the last person he had seen was Sean Lester. Was it his house? He was on some kind of sodding uncomfortable sofa bed, and someone, possibly the good doctor, was sleeping close by snoring softly. He tried to move, his hand slipping to where the dagger should be sitting, but the cloth was empty, and his eyes narrowed as he turned to see where the sleeping person, Lester he could see, was sitting.
The tall man was sprawled in a soft chair, arms and legs spread and his head tilted back, mouth parted, hence the repetitive snoring. Daniel focused all of his energy on triaging himself. Everything was where it should be. He hadn't fucked himself over too bad this time, well, except for his knee, which was a ball of agonising pain and probably swollen like a melon.
"Doc?" His voice was scratchy, and he swallowed at the nausea that was threatening inside him. Shit. He really was going to be sick. "Doc?" he said more forcefully and thanked all the angels when Lester sat upright, blinking and momentarily as disoriented as Daniel had been. His training seemed to kick in in mere seconds too, and the doc was on his knees at his side with a tut of displeasure, brushing the back of his hand against Daniel's forehead.
"More morphine I think," Lester said firmly. It wasn't even phrased as a question. He wasn't asking for Daniel's input. It was just a statement of fact from the doctor. Even though Daniel's usual combative nature wanted to argue, the pain receptors in his body screamed for relief.
"Feel sick," he half whispered, half moaned, bile rising in his throat. The doc was there with a bin even as Daniel lost what little supper he'd eaten before he had decided on the walk. The doctor was talking nonsense, short sentences, repeated over and over. "It'll be okay… We'll get you morphine, get you sleeping some more. It's okay, it's okay." It reminded him of his mum when he was little and ill, soothing words and a confident grip on the situation, and it made him feel looked after.
Finally, when there really was nothing more to lose, he cautiously sipped on the water the doc gave him and didn't even wince at the morphine injection. The painkiller worked fast, and soon he was able to lie back, eyes fixed on the ceiling, concentrating on the interrupted dream, hoping he could recall it to continue where he left off.
The same two people that always appeared in his dreams had been there again, lovers and friends, and he was watching them from outside in. When he recalled the dreams normally, he always imagined he must have seen them on TV in a historical drama as they dressed in clothes he didn't recognise and spoke in English, the likes of which he'd never heard outside of films. It was like some Mel Gibson film, with strong accents and unfamiliar words. The dreams had been with him since he was a child, but they had changed since he'd come home to the village he was born in. This place and the house he was born in always figured in the visions in his sleeping hours. The dreams made him long for uncomplicated slow days with nothing to worry about but healing and finding his centre. Now though nothing was happening, sleep was eluding him, and the dreams evaded his search.
To make matters worse the doc hadn't moved. He was still kneeling at his side.
"I found the knife on you," the doc started conversationally.
"Can I have it?"
"I'm worried you'll roll over and—"
"Can I have it? Please." The doc didn't argue or protest further, handing him the dagger, which Daniel took and gripped with his right hand.
"Don't let Andrews catch you with that," Doc said conversationally. "Our resident police presence is very literal on his application of the law where knives are concerned."
"It's an antique," Daniel offered in his defence. "Dull as…" He couldn't think of a dull thing that his knife was as dull as because confusion clouded his thoughts and sleep had started to tug him under insistently. The last thing he saw was Doctor Lester pulling the covers back over him. He was a pretty man, no, not pretty, handsome, with chiselled features, but soft, not hard like a soldier.
His dreams when they came were filled with fire, men burning to death. In these dreams he was whole, not trapped under his dying friends, not injured at all. He was able to outrun every person who chased him and would hurt him. He ran as if the hounds of hell were on his heels, and his breath was starting to—
"Daniel." Someone was shaking him, calling him, and he forced himself out of the dream and twitched as he regained consciousness, pain shooting down his leg.
"Fuck," was all he could manage to say.
"You okay?"
"M'okay," he whispered, even though he wasn't. He was shaken and sickened by his dream. What man dreams of another being burnt to death chained to a monolithic stone and of killing another who awaited the same fate? What kind of man?

* * * *

Sean looked down at his sleeping patient. Another injection of pain killers, and Daniel was at least resting. He'd been tossing and turning just as Sunday breakfast turned into Sunday lunch. Muttering words that seemed as if they were trying to be English, Daniel had been twitching in his sleep, and Sean made the snap decision to wake him up. It wasn't gratitude he'd received, but at least when Daniel fell asleep again, there hadn't been any obvious physical signs of a resumption of the dream. The swelling had receded, indicating the anti-inflammatory meds he had forced him to take in his last conscious moments, had clearly made their way into Daniel's system despite the sickness.
When his cell rang and he checked the screen, he smiled. Saved by the bell. It was Phil. "Hey."
"Hey. Can I come over?" That was odd. Phil Fitzwarren was his oldest friend, and he knew him as well as he would know his own brother. He wasn't normally so straight to the point, so defined. He knew that the family had been under so much stress, Phil's sister-in-law in hospital, her newborn, premature baby fighting for his life. He had been told that little Edward had made some improvement, but the baby was clinging to life like a leaf to a twig in autumn. He was a fighter, a tiny mewling scrap of humanity that didn't deserve to be bound up in this whole curse that followed the Fitzwarren family around. Sean had only just checked on the mother and child by surgery phone, and nothing had changed. He wondered briefly if there had been some news that he hadn't been told. He was actually due to visit with Carol again in the morning.
Carol had almost lost her own life. Sean was her doctor, a concerned family friend who could explain things to her husband, Phil's brother, and he was in the loop on everything that happened, but in the hospital everything was out of his control, and he hated it.
"Is everything okay with Carol and the baby?" Sean asked quickly. "Has the hospital contacted you? Do you need me there?"
"No. Nothing's changed there, no more than you told us earlier. This is something entirely different."
Sean glanced at the patient on his sofa and crossed to shut the door on the front room.
"It's fine, come over. What's wrong, Phil?" Sean winced at the sigh he could hear down the phone line.
"Tell you when I get there."
"I'll get the beer ready."
"Sod beer, I need whisky."
Phil rang off, and for a few seconds, Sean held the receiver to his ear. Phil didn't really drink a lot of spirits, only resorting to it when things were bad. Unfortunately for Phil, his sister Diane, and his brother Charlie, bad things happening were frequent occurrences. He checked once more on the sleeping Daniel and then sat in the kitchen, waiting for Phil, turning over in his head what could have happened to send his friend to drink.
Sean met Phil at the door, worries spinning in his head. His friend looked fine, maybe a little pale, but not hurt, certainly not in physical need for a doctor. Phil didn't say a word, just grabbed at the whisky on the counter and poured way over a double into the crystal tumbler, downing in it one swallow. Sean hadn't seen him like this with alcohol since his Cambridge days. This was serious.
"What the hell has happened?"
"You are not going to believe this. I don't think I even believe it. God, there was no way I was going to sit around in a circle holding hands talking about it. I can't bear that sodding place." Daniel listened to the words. The place, he assumed, was Westford Castle, home of the Fitzwarrens, an old rambling folly with very little left habitable apart from the renovated gate house.
"Start from the beginning," Sean encouraged, pouring another small glass of whisky for his friend. "Just take a deep breath and try and explain."
"Charlie got a psychic."
"Another one?" Sean asked tiredly. When was Phil's brother going to stop with this? He was doing exactly what their father had done, putting faith in the unknown as the reason for all the bad things that happened to the Fitzwarren family.
"Nah, this one is seriously for real, an actual living breathing descendant of the Curtesses."
"What? How do you know?"
"Went under in some kind of trance—guy called Mark Renfrew, nice guy—and connected to something, a presence in the south tower. He'd been bleeding from his nose in the courtyard over the curse stone. Said he saw a man in the tower and had a description that seemed real enough. Breeches and black boots, long hair, the whole thing, wearing lace, with a beard. Mark said it was Sir Belvedere, said the man was trapped there." Sean knew about the curse, the one that Jonathan Curtess placed on Sir Belvedere. Everyone in the village knew the stories, the old tales that were passed from one generation to another. Phil took another long swallow of fiery alcohol and coughed, "I've never seen anything like it."
"What happened?"
"He came out of the fugue, said that what he knew couldn't help with the bloody curse, but Charlie… and Mark's boyfriend… me… We were watching, recording and… Shit." He stopped and pulled out a small video camera from his pocket and fiddled with controls, passing it to Sean, who took it curiously. "Watch this."
He saw a man he didn't recognise, the psychic he assumed, lying back in a sliver of sun, head back and his eyes closed. The scene was odd, maybe because of the light that filtered in through the windows, and he was concentrating on dust motes dancing across the psychic's face when suddenly a burst of static stuttered on the screen
"Who?" the man asked, receiving static in return for his question. "Who?" he said again. More static. Then, surprising the hell out of Sean, a loud cry rang out across the calm of the scene. It was a horrific half scream, becoming lost in static again, and the film finished just as suddenly.
"Bloody hell." Sean felt heat bursting through his body, and he had his hand over his heart at the shock of the sudden scream as he passed the camcorder back.
"Mark, the psychic, he said the whole thing was like this love triangle. He guesses our ancestor lusted after Curtess, got dumped, so he arranged for Curtess's lover to be burnt at the stake, and then Curtess himself."
"Jesus."
"I tell you, man, it shook me up. They left. Charlie went to hospital to visit Carol, Diane went off for a wedding dress fitting, and there was no bloody way I was staying in that place on my own. Can I stay here tonight?"
Sean sighed inwardly, so much for keeping Daniel's presence in his front room a secret. "I wish I could, mate, but there's already someone sleeping on the pull-out bed." Phil raised his eyebrows in question, and Sean shrugged. "I was out in the car last night—"
"Your dad?"
"Dad, yeah." Phil knew him so well, knew that only his dad had the real power to wind Sean up to the point of driving his car off into the countryside at night. "I nearly hit this guy walking in the road."
"Bloody hell, is he okay?"
"Yeah, didn't actually hit him, but he's not so well, so he's sleeping it off here where I can keep an eye on him." Before he could finish, Phil stood and had the door open, peering in to where Daniel was lying. Phil shut the kitchen door with deliberate care and turned to Sean.
"You have Psycho Army Guy in your front room." Sean winced at the summing up of Daniel's character.
"He isn't psycho, just—" There wasn't much he could say without breaking doctor-patient confidentiality so he stopped.
"He threw a tin of beans at Edwin's boy."
"Michael? Little shit probably deserved it."
"And he drinks mad amounts in the pub."
"He's seen a lot, Phil."
"And he is never seen outside of his house apart from the pub and the village shop, and that is rare. He's a bloody hermit."
"He's tired and healing." Sean wasn't sure where all this defence was coming from, but he knew Daniel had reason for what he was going through. He just didn't want to share it with his oldest friend.
"He's a friend of Will Stanton, you know."
"Your sister's fiancé?"
"Yeah, tall, dark, handsome and poor himself. He asked Daniel to be his best man, apparently him and Army Guy go way back."
"How?" It confused Sean to think of any connection between Daniel and Will.
"Psycho lived here until he was, I don't know, something like eight or so, best friends with Will. His mum and dad split, mum took him away, dad died three years ago, brain haemorrhage, nasty." Sean didn't remember that case, but he would have been working at the hospital then, quite apart from the family surgery. "He's one hell of a good-looking guy, dark, brooding, intense, all very tortured Heathcliff."
"You are as bad as an old woman," Sean teased and Phil smiled.
"You want to know all this or what?"
Curiosity won over his hatred of gossiping, especially gossiping where his patients were concerned. "I want to know."
"Anyway, he and Will keep in contact, meet up again at college, then Will comes here and meets Diane. Your man in there gets out of the Army, invalided out so I seem to remember. He saw action overseas, got really badly hurt, came back to his dad's old house. Will has asked him to be best man, but he seems unwilling to stand up for his best friend."
"So that explains Steeple Westford and why he's here."
"And you are okay with him staying here?"
"For tonight, yes. I assume he'll want his own home from tomorrow."
"I'm staying to keep an eye on it all."
"And you're sleeping where?"
"In your double bed with you."
"You stay to your side, and it'll be fine." Sean smirked. They had shared a lot worse than his huge oak framed bed before.
"We can talk ghost stories," Phil added and then said, "Sean?
Phil had a definite gleam of mischief in his eyes, and it left Sean feeling wary. "Yeah?"
"Did you ever wonder—" Phil made a gesture, indicating something between them.
"You and me?"
"Yeah."
"Bloody hell, no."
They both dissolved into laughter, and it was good. For a while Phil seemed to relax, and for a while Sean could forget the gorgeous sexy man who was sprawled across his sofa bed.
Just for a while.




Chapter Four

When Daniel next woke he was alone, no guardian sat in the chair watching him, and the pain in his leg now just focused on his knee. That was pain he could manage; he was used to that. He flexed the knee experimentally, and other than the general crunch of metal and ache, there was no extreme spasm. He knew he wouldn't be able to walk yet, but Jesus he needed to piss like a racehorse. The room had two windows, one on each end, and two doors, one that had the appearance of a main door, the other an internal door. Somehow he needed to get from here to there, else he was going to disgrace himself. Shit. That wouldn't have been a first, either. Hospital staff may have "seen it all," but Daniel had been mortified when, post catheter, he hadn't reached the bathroom in time. He still remembered the feeling as another layer of his identity had been shaved away as he'd become more "the invalid."
He levered himself up on his elbows, blinking away sleep and dizziness and waiting until he could focus again. The clock on the wall showed a little after six in the morning, but he wasn't sure what day it was. He only guessed it was morning by the filtered light through the small leaded windows. Cautiously he pushed himself higher, breathing evenly and fighting yet another wave of nausea and light-headedness until finally he was actually sitting upright. Curses filtered in his head, however gritted teeth meant none of them spilled into the quiet of the room. Using both hands, he supported the weight of his knee and his lower leg, shuffling as best he could to the edge of the low bed, only now realising how low to the floor the thin mattress actually was. That didn't help much, but finally he managed to at least half stand, half lean against the back of the sofa, thanking God it was clearly old and totally solid.
Ten minutes later and he had traversed the width of the small space and had his hand on the door. He was feeling stronger with each step, consigning the pain to the box that he kept it in and willing his body through the barriers it had tried to put up to stop him from moving. He turned the handle and pushed the door open, finding himself in a kitchen, clean and tidy and clearly also very old. It held carved cabinets with an air of permanence and a faded butler's sink. He leaned on the scarred table in the middle of the room and took note of the three doors. One led outside, and there were two possibilities for a bathroom of some sort. God help him if there was only one bathroom and it was upstairs.
"Daniel." He would have turned to face the owner of the voice, but that would mean spinning on his heel, not something he was really up to now. "Do you need the bathroom?" Cautiously Daniel began to shuffle around. Well, at least he hadn't had to face histrionics and the whole "what the hell are you doing out bed?" shit. That was one step up on the Army nurses.
"Do you need some help?"
"Just need… just show me where it is." Otherwise I will just use the sodding sink. The doc opened what was the second door that Daniel would have tried, and with some relief, it was the closest. Doc didn't interfere or hold out a hand making placating noises that meant nothing. He just held the door open and let it swing close behind Daniel.
Daniel didn't even bother checking himself in the small silvered mirror on the oddly angled wall. He knew he would see exhaustion and illness, and he was just so damn sick of it. He relieved himself, and splashed cold water on his face, checking his knee dispassionately for signs of swelling. It didn't look too bad in his opinion, and he was used to the signals his body gave him. Clearly Doc had administered something for the pain and probably the swelling. Fucking medicine. He was like some kind of addict, surviving on chemicals, no better than the kid he had taken the knife from.
The knife. Where had he put his knife? He struggled to remember then fear cut through him. Doc had found the dagger, found what could actually be classified as a concealed weapon, and he could be in a world of shit. He'd find out soon enough how deep it was. He shuffled back into the kitchen.
"Have a sit, coffee, tea?"
"Tea," Daniel said firmly. He really ought to be thanking the guy who had clearly looked after him, but the words were a muddle in his head.
"Are you feeling sick still, or do you want some cereal or something?"
"I need to get home. I'll have the tea and go."
"After I check you out."
"I don't need checking out. The knee's fine."
The doc simply shrugged and returned to making that tea, and Daniel was left looking at the man's back. He was a fine-looking man this doctor, shame about the pansy-arsed caring crap that came with it. Bloody hell. Where had that thought come from? Finding his medic attractive must be caused by residual medication swimming in his blood. Soldiers do not find anyone of the same sex attractive, particularly meddling medics, not in the Army. It didn't matter if you were bi, gay, or whatever—sex had no place on a battlefield or in the tents and hospital rooms after. It occurred to him that this was actually the first medic who had triaged and handled his injury outside of Army jurisdiction. Maybe finding the doctor attractive was okay under those circumstances.
"Where are my jeans?" He really would need them if he had any hope of getting away before being subjected to medical poking and prodding. Doc turned, a wry smile on his face.
"Gone, I'm afraid. I had to cut them away so I could look at your knee. I'll get you some of mine." Daniel looked at the doc, taller than he, slimmer than he, and wondered how the hell he was going to fit in anything that the doctor could wear.
"Your designer crap isn't going to fit me." He knew he was being rude, unreasonable, and unconscionably bad-mannered, but there was a need to run here, and he always found the best way to leave was to be told to go. It didn't work, much to his disgust, as his unruffled breakfast companion ceremoniously placed a large mug of steaming tea in front of him, followed swiftly by a plate of eggs, bacon and toast.
"Eat," Sean demanded succinctly.
"I didn't—"
"Eat the food, Daniel. The morphine will have left your stomach raw."
Daniel had vague memories of being held whilst he had his head over a bucket, a literal bloody bucket, and shame coloured his face with heat. He wasn't hungry, but he managed to eat a slice of toast and one rasher of thick crispy bacon, washed it down with the tea.
"So…" the doc began, sliding in to sit crossways from him, his face serious, his expression like stone. "You're a bloody idiot."
"I'm sorry?" Daniel couldn't believe what the doc was saying. He must have misheard.
"You. Are. A certifiable grade A idiot. Your doctor prescribed you pain medication, and a script for muscle relaxants, and you don't take either?"
Daniel felt trapped. He really wanted to tell Doc Lester Junior to fuck off and leave him alone and then storm out. But that was not really an option as he had nothing to wear. Carefully, gingerly, he used the table to stand, cursing the lack of muscle tone in his left leg and the surge of nausea that climbed his throat.
"I need jeans," he replied flatly, expectation in him that the doc would stand and get him some immediately. He didn't.
"Can you sit down, just for a minute?" the doc said simply, adding a single please when Daniel stubbornly remained on his feet. Daniel waited a breath, but seriously, it wasn't like he was really going anywhere. Finally, with a sigh he sat down, blinking as the doc held out his right hand.
"Sean Lester," he said, introducing himself, and Daniel hesitated. This was a new one—a doc offering his hand after calling him a bloody idiot. Cautiously he extended his own hand and grasped the doc's firmly.
"You know my name. I'm sure you know that and all the other shit there is to know about me."
"I know what's in black and white, what opinions there are that have been made about your condition, and I know what the hospital and then Dad prescribed you in the way of pain management. I know you ignored all the advice and, for some reason, decided you didn't need any pain relief at all." He sounded so damn serious, and Daniel cringed. Doc was using the patented voice that the Army docs used when they wanted to say "what the fuck have you done?" "But… I don't know you," he added carefully.
Daniel didn't say one word in response to that, best not to under the circumstances. Sean didn't know him, and despite an initial attraction to the tall blond doc, Daniel was happy to not encourage further interaction. Sean murmured something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like "blah blah idiot blah" and concentrated back on his steaming mug of tea.
Great, now he really was trapped somewhere with someone who thought he was an idiot.
Well, he wasn't. He wasn't an idiot. He had his reasons for what he was doing.





Chapter Five

The jeans were butter soft and baggy, a little long in the leg, but they did actually slide over his knee without causing too much pain. He pulled on a borrowed shirt and grabbed the dagger, pushing it into the belt loop of the denim and pulling the shirt down to hide it. There was some commotion in the kitchen after he'd left, and from what he gleaned of hurriedly exchanged conversation, apparently a guy had been hurt in an argument with a barbed wire fence. He tried not to focus on Sean's low modulated tones, on the calm in his voice and the words he was stating as fact. He tried not to sit and listen, but it wasn't working.
"Bloody idiot, wouldn't sodding listen to me. Climbed the gate, got caught in the barbed wire, and went head-first into the ditch." The first voice was male. He sounded impatient, angry, and worried.
"Mark, it was an accident, these things happen. It wasn't like we could see it coming." The second was calmer, and he had just labelled the first as Mark.
"Speak for yourself," Mark retorted instantly, and then the weirdest thing happened. All three men—the doc, this Mark and the injured man—just started to laugh. It had been a long time since Daniel had sat and listened to men laughing together. In Afghanistan, laughter was rarer than rocking-horse shit, except when it wasn't. Gallows humour they called it, the ability to mask the fear with professionalism and jokes that spoke of death and mayhem, seeing humour in the blackest things. He was an expert at it and had joked in the hospital that his entry in the next Olympics would need to be cancelled. It's what soldiers did. He sat back on the sofa that he'd pulled up to make a place to sit again as opposed to the frankly awful bed it had been for him. Common decency and grudging respect for anyone in the medical arena stopped him from leaving through the main door. He needed to thank the doc.
"There… the cut doesn't need stitching, but the bandage on the wrist needs to stay, and I would like to see it remain elevated for a week."
"A week? Doc—" The third man, the injured one and unidentified voice, was whining.
"Jack, you know I love you, but if you don't do what the doc says then I may have to gag you." Ahhh, Jack was the third man, and Mark loved Jack. Interesting. Brothers maybe?
"But what about sex?" Jack was back to whining.
"I'll still put out," Mark replied, and then there was the sound of laughing. Maybe not brothers after all…
"Phil brought over the video." The doc was changing the subject, and Daniel crossed to the door. Clearly the patient had been seen to, and he could leave. "It scared the hell out of me thinking that Belvedere was in the solar with you."
Belvedere? That name sounded familiar… Daniel wracked his brains for where he'd heard that name. Not the Army… It seemed as if maybe it was someone he had heard of, not actually met. Then just as suddenly, it hit him between the eyes. Belvedere. The man in his dreams. The one who was a murderer. A shiver ran down his spine. He needed air, and he needed it now. The damn morphine was screwing with his head.
Jack's voice drifted into the room. "Not as much as it scared me. Mark was in some kind of fugue, not in the room, and the noise, it was… unearthly."
"Is his ghost still there?"
Ghost? What the hell? Without hesitation he pushed into the kitchen, startling all three men. Sean stood at the sink with mugs and the kettle. One man sat at the table, nursing a bandaged wrist, clearly the injured man—Jack. He had shoulder-length black hair, pale grey eyes. He was handsome in a gypsy kind of way. Another man sat by him, looking much like a harassed but sexy librarian with curly untidy hair, holding Jack's free hand and smiling.
They all turned to focus on his dramatic entrance as he stumbled over uneven flagstone floor and groaned in pain. Then there was an awkward silence as no one seemed to know what to say. The only one who showed any reaction was Mark, who dropped Jack's hand and stood abruptly.
"Aah, Daniel, meet Jack Faulkner and Mark Renfrew." Daniel, out of courtesy, shook hands with Jack and then extended his hand to Mark, who didn't respond. Mark, not quite as tall as Sean and slim built, just stood there, his eyes narrowed and his gaze verging on unfriendly, or was that shock? Daniel couldn't tell.
"Mark?" Jack sounded confused and a little wary. Join the club, Daniel thought to himself, and dropped his hand to his side. He wasn't here to make friends with these guys, so if Mark was going to be an arsehole then he could easily ignore him.
"You… I'm…" Mark ran a hand through his hair, left it there to tangle, and then his hands clenched, seemingly involuntarily. He rubbed his thumbs over his fingers as though fortifying himself to touch something disgusting. Finally, visibly reluctantly, he offered his hand in return. Daniel hesitated for a split second because an unusual fear flickered through him, then steeling himself, he grabbed the man's hand before he could change his mind.
He should have changed his mind. His body jerked as an invisible current rippled under his skin, travelling across his chest, over his shoulder and down his arm to explode from his fingertips. Mark must have felt something similar because his eyes widened just as a static charge snaked from their joined hands. Both of them lurched backwards. Daniel could do nothing but stare at Mark. He thought he might have stood there all day staring, but a sheepish smile finally skimmed Mark's face.
Daniel rubbed his fingers with his thumb. "Sorry," he apologised, although why he was apologising for static electricity Daniel didn't know. Mark nodded almost imperceptibly.
The other men didn't seem to notice anything unusual, but Daniel could still feel the static charge hovering in the air. He needed away from this man.
"More tea?" Sean offered, but Daniel had seen and had enough human contact these last few days to last a lifetime, and all he wanted was his own house.
"No. Thank you for your help, but I'm going to go now."
"Okay, Daniel. Use your prescription." Sean's last words were faint as the kitchen door closed behind him, and he finally stood in the cold morning air. He glanced down at his hand, flexing it experimentally, and imagining he could still feel static travelling the length of his arm.
Weird. Just plain weird.

* * * *

Jack cosied down under the blanket, milking the injury for all it was worth. So far Mark had made drinks, cooked food, and tidied up the small cottage that Jack had rented. His accident meant he wouldn't be pegging out boundaries on the dig site for the preliminary geophysical survey before the excavations started next summer. Given it was freezing cold, he didn't know whether to be pleased or annoyed at that. Well, he was always one to handle whatever cards life dealt him, and life had dealt him warm comforting thoughts of making love in front of the fire with his boyfriend.
Finally he'd had enough of Mark bustling around him. He caught the belt loop of his jeans as he scurried past with a pile of archaeological tomes.
"Come sit down," Jack encouraged, but Mark just shook his head, attempting to pull himself away. With a hard tug Jack managed to get his lover to topple sideways, his centre of balance off, and with a hmmmph, Mark was finally next to him.
"I need to—" Mark began, but Jack twisted his body enough so he could straddle Mark's lap. With only the faintest reminder of pain from his wrist, he captured his lover's mouth in a heated kiss to stop him talking. They kissed leisurely for a long time until the spikiness of Mark's worries had dulled to soft whimpers of need.
"Now. Will you tell me what's wrong?" Jack asked softly, frowning as Mark closed his eyes and pursed his lips. "Mark?"
"That man, Daniel, the soldier… our soldier… Jack—"
"What?"
"He has the knife. God, do you remember I said…" His voice trailed off, and he tugged at his lower lip with his teeth. "When Curtess was in the flames, there was a knife thrown, and it killed him before he could suffer."
"I remember."
"That guy…" Mark paused. "He had the knife that was used under his shirt, in those jeans. I could sense the connection. Somehow he… God, the curse…"
"The curse?"
"When the warrior and the healer stand to swear a sacred bond… This Daniel guy, this soldier, he's connected."
"He's the warrior?" Jack didn't doubt what Mark could see, not any more. "And the doc is what? He's the healer? Should we tell someone?"
"No!" Mark sounded horrified. "They have to find their own path."
"What if they don't?" He couldn't hide the worry inside him, this curse was playing on his mind more than he had realised. Mark huffed a small sigh, closing his eyes and nodding.
"They will Jack. They have to if there is any chance for the Fitzwarren family."





Chapter Six

Sean waited before visiting Daniel at home. He waited exactly ten minutes after Jack and Mark had left, and then he had his jacket and boots on and was tramping down the side roads between the surgery and his house and the Francis family's cottage. There was stuff unfinished between them, something indefinable that had sparked between them, and he wasn't sure why, but he wanted more and wanted to know more. There was only one way to do it. The cottage was neat and small, and beyond the wrought iron gate, the garden was a tumble and tangle of cottage flowers—chrysanthemums, nasturtiums and late roses, mingling with the scent of rosemary. Passing through the gate, he then walked the short path. The knock sounded loudly on the heavy oak door, and he glanced up at a thatched roof and tiny windows in the whitewashed house. Daniel's cottage was typical of the chocolate box dwellings that dotted the periphery of the village.
He wondered as he waited for the door to be answered if it was Daniel who did the gardening.
The door opened, and Daniel glared at him angrily. Sean didn't actually blame him, realising he couldn't really defend landing on the guy's doorstep for absolutely no reason.
"I was waiting for you," Daniel finally offered, and turned to retreat into the cool interior, leaving the door wide open. Sean stepped in.
"You were?" he asked curiously. Why would Daniel be expecting him?
They ended up in the kitchen. Daniel leaned against the sink, staring out of the small crooked window, seemingly intent on gazing out over the similarly cottage-themed back garden.
"In my experience doctors always want the whys. You didn't get them this morning, hence you followed me to the one safe place I have so you can criticise, poke, prod, force, and generally make a nuisance of yourself until you crack me open like a nut."
Ouch, that was harsh. Clearly Daniel had had enough of it all and describing this cottage as his one safe place was telling. Sean bit his tongue from snapping back that he wouldn't be here if Daniel hadn't fucked up his medications.
"How about… Jeez, look, I'm not your doctor, not officially, but I wanted to talk to you about some of the stuff you are taking."
"I'm not taking advice from some kid who plays at doctors and nurses." Irritation and anger spiked in Daniel's voice, and he finally turned from gazing at the garden to face Sean. His features were composed into a mask of indifference.
"My dad may have thirty years on me, but don't for one minute think I don't know my job," Sean snapped back with just as much anger and irritation in his own voice. It was hard enough being taken seriously in this village as the young Doctor Lester, let alone having that same crap shoved at him by someone he had bloody well helped.
"I apologise," Daniel offered softly, "that was uncalled for. You clearly knew how to help me. I thank you for that. Now is that all?"
"No. Your meds are contra-indicating." Shit. He hadn't meant for it to sound like he was countermanding his father's recommendations, but hey, it was out there now. "The prescription that helps you sleep, the pain killers, and the anti-inflammatory aren't working together properly. I think we could get together a better regime."
Daniel looked at him suspiciously and raised a single eyebrow. "And my doctor didn't suggest changes because?"
"Dad—Doctor Lester—inherited the prescription from when you were probably at your worst. No disrespect, but he's old school. Look, can I be frank with you here?"
"Go on."
"I have new evidence that I'm pulling from. For instance, I'm guessing that the meds you take make you lethargic?" He waited expectantly for an answer, tilting his head in question.
"Like a mist around my mind," Daniel finally admitted with a small nod. "I feel like I can't make decisions or even make sense of what is going on around me. It's why…" His voice trailed off, and Sean saw the naked pain in Daniel's eyes.
"It's why you don't take them all, because they make you feel out of control."
"Like an addict, desperate for my next hit. No better than that kid in the surgery. I won't allow that; I'm not that person." Daniel's voice resonated with the strength of the words as though they'd been ripped from inside him, and Sean nodded gently.
"Put the kettle on, Daniel. Let's talk."

* * * *

They sat opposite each other at the small kitchen table drinking tea, and Daniel listened carefully, as he always did, to what the doc was telling him. His head worked best when he knew every reason why things were happening. Sean explained about his pills. One was the "upper," one was a sedative, and the third contra-indicated both. It was no wonder he felt like a zombie. He hated them all.
"It isn't a bad thing to be taking these, Daniel." Sean was so damned patient even as Daniel cringed inwardly. "PTSD is nothing to be ashamed of."
"I don't have PTSD. The docs at the hospital signed me off. These are for anxiety." Daniel was lying to himself. He was damned sure that, whatever this nebulous PTSD was, he had it. He just wasn't ready to accept it.
"Have you thought of counselling? To lose your friends like you did—"
"Been there done that. Look, Doc, guys who are on bomb squads have their own front lines. We only had each other to look to. Every move, every step, could be the last one. We were brothers, but we couldn't be. There had to be distance between us, 'cause we knew not all of us were going to make it home."
"Your notes said you were one of only two to get out alive," Sean said quietly, and Daniel just found himself nodding, unconsciously replaying the last day in his head. "I can't, for one single minute, imagine what you went through. It's combat on such a personal level that it's almost impossible to understand."
"Survivor's guilt they said at the counselling. I went there. Jesus, I still go even now, Salisbury general, every Wednesday and Friday. I don't know what else they can say."
"How are you… feeling… now?"
"I'm doing okay I guess." Daniel was surprised at what he was saying. He would never be okay, not in a million years. Smithy, Whitey, Marston, Emmet… all gone in the flash of a roadside bomb, seconds away from disabling it. Emmet had slipped a single millimetre as shells rained down on them from above, and there it was—over. "The only thing that saved me was Tommy," shit, "a good guy, not some single, gay guy like me, but married to Linda, with two gorgeous kids, Abby and Emily. A semi-detached house in the country, the whole perfect dream. The blast caught him sideways, and his body protected mine. They couldn't move us for two hours because enemy fire was too heavy. I was the only one left awake, and Tommy, his legs were gone. I had him… over me… on me… my… my friend."
"Jesus." Sean sounded destroyed by what he was hearing, and suddenly Daniel wanted to make it better for his audience. It was what he did.
"Yeah, a good man. A good soldier. Believe me, I want to deal with this, but I feel so damn fuzzy, as if my brain can't connect the dots."
"Will you trust me?"
"Can you really sit there and tell me you can help?"
"Yes, Daniel, I know I can. I can talk to my dad and get some of these meds switched around."
Daniel offered a small smile. "Then what are we waiting for?"





Chapter Seven

Sean drove Daniel to the pharmacy in Salisbury in Daniel's small car, his own sadly broken, way past safe driving and he had left it with his mechanic, Geoff, at the Audi garage. He had spoken to his dad, and for the first time ever, the older man had actually sat and listened, but all the time Sean wondered if it had anything to do with his mom who hovered at their sides. She was always a calming influence between them. The prescription was entirely new, although Daniel would need to be weaned off his old meds and onto the new ones carefully. He planned to be the one to help… as a friend. He waited outside of the pharmacy with a good twenty minutes to contemplate what had happened, including the one phrase he couldn't get out of his head. "Not a single, gay guy…" It wasn't like he had a fully functioning gaydar, but it never failed to amaze him how badly he could misjudge people and their sexual proclivities. Being gay must have been hard for Daniel in the Army, on the front lines. There was definite attraction from his side; Daniel was mostly what he looked for in a man—tall, dark, brooding, messed in the head. It was his modus operandi to go for the needy ones. What was he thinking? He wasn't ready to get behind any of Daniel's walls. He wasn't equipped to deal with all the stuff he knew nothing about. He'd made the decision to not go there and was feeling very proud of himself.
That's when the pharmacy door swung open, and Daniel limped out, concentrating on his footfalls, his dark eyebrows drawn together and his face creased in a frown, until he reached the car. Then he smiled. That smile was Sean's undoing. Suddenly this man wasn't damaged, or fragile, or needy. Suddenly he was strong and muscled and capable of holding his own. Suddenly he was the man who put himself between Sean and the knife and who ticked every one of Sean's boxes.
Daniel climbed in, wincing a little as he used one hand to pull his leg into the car, and Sean rapidly looked away, locking his hands at ten and two on the wheel. This attraction to Daniel was wholly unexpected but not entirely unwelcome. It had been three months and counting since he'd seen anything approaching physical intimacy, and since he'd moved to Steeple Westford he'd had none. Apart from the new guys, that psychic and his friend, and Phil of course, it wasn't like there was a lot of tail to chase in this sleepy village. Of course there might be more than he knew, since he appeared to have a malfunctioning gaydar.
"How's the pain?" Stick with the doctor questions. That was the way to handle this.
"You didn't finish the question." Daniel smirked. "Aren't you supposed to add on a scale of one to ten?"
"On a scale of—"
"A three. I can handle that with my eyes shut." Daniel opened the chemist's bag to rummage inside. "Not so many drugs now. Perhaps I can even get an erection." Sean's grip on the wheel tightened momentarily. Why the hell would Daniel say something quite so obvious as to allude to his dick? "I'm hungry." Daniel glanced at his watch. "I'm guessing you have other things to do, but the steaks at the Red Lion are good."
Sean jumped at the chance of more face time with Daniel.
They didn't do much talking. Instead they made a lot of pleased happy eating sounds. They were halfway through a huge plate of steak and chips when Will found them in the corner. Sean was startled as the man stood at their side, and for a moment, he wondered if he needed a doctor or something. Instead it seemed as if the man was here to speak to Daniel. Then he put two and two together. Will wanted Daniel to be his best man, and God did Will look furious.
"Where the bloody hell have you been?" he snapped at Daniel, who dipped his head and looked guilty. "You aren't answering your phone, your cell, you weren't at home—"
"He was with me," Sean interrupted, "at the surgery." He stopped at adding anything about the knee because that was doctor-patient privileged information. Will stopped in his tracks, slumping tiredly in the empty chair next to Daniel and resting a hand on his friend's back.
"What happened to you, Dan?" he asked carefully, and Daniel looked at him pointedly, before cutting another piece of steak and popping it in his mouth. Sean watched the interaction, saw the indecision on Will's face, and decided they probably needed alone time for a little while. He made excuses for more drink, propping up the bar with his back to them and far enough away to give the illusion of privacy but near enough to actually hear.
"I went for a walk," he heard Daniel start.
"A walk?"
"I hadn't taken my meds and—"
"Bloody hell, Daniel, you idiot."
"That's what he said."
Sean imagined he was the "he" in the conversation.
"Are you back on them now?"
"I am, well, different ones, better ones."
"Okay, and the pain?"
"Not too bad."
"Not too bad?" Sean could just imagine the look of incredulity that was probably passing Will's face, and he wasted more time asking Josie, the barmaid, about anything he could come up with.
"I'm okay, Will, stop fussing." Irritation coloured Daniel's voice, and Sean winced. He hated being fussed over when he was ill so he could sympathise with the soldier.
"Okay, but I haven't had your answer yet, and I need it."
"To what?"
"Damn it, Daniel, I want you to be my best man."
"No. So you need to find someone else."
"I don't want anyone else," Will replied with a hiss. It wasn't disappointment he had in his voice, but anger.
"You can't want my face there."
"What the hell does your face have to do with this?"
"Diana won't want her photos ruined."
"Diana wants—"
"No." Daniel's voice was determined and low, and then Sean heard the heavy oak door crashing against the wall. Just as quickly it slammed closed. He wanted to turn, but he couldn't. It was a train wreck. The door opened and shut a second time, and finally, he turned. The table in the corner was empty of both men. He sighed and turned back to Josie.
"Can I have the bill?"

* * * *

Will caught up with him quickly, but that was pretty easy considering he was a bloody cripple.
"Dan, wait." Sighing, Dan did as he was told, waiting for the argument, the shouting, the whole being told he was stupid thing. Damn Will and his clever mind. He came at it from an angle that was guaranteed to mean Daniel couldn't think.
"Diana knows how much it means for me to have my best friend stand up for me." Will said the words so softly, so carefully, and Daniel waited for a heartbeat before he replied.
"I'm not the same as I used to be, Will."
Will sighed and crossed his arms over his chest.
"Neither am I. Do you think I ever imagined I would fall in love with one of the Cursed?" Will used the village terminology for anyone from the Fitzwarren family, a playground term that Daniel remembered well. "Di—she's everything to me—but if there's one thing I've learned through all the hell the Fitzwarren family goes through, it's that, at the end of the day, family is important."
"I'm not your family, Will," Daniel tried to explain patiently, but Will just shook his head and placed a hand flat on Daniel's chest.
"You have been my family since you rescued me from Simon McAllister and his cronies in the craft supply room."
"We were six, Will."
"Six and already a bad boy, eh, Dan?"
Daniel sighed. Maybe he should push through this. Maybe he shouldn't listen to the little voice that told him people would stare and point and comment.
"How about I think about it?" It was all he could offer at this point, and Will nodded thoughtfully.
"I want you standing for me, being my best man, two weeks from Saturday. I have your suit all booked. I'll let you think, but I won't leave you alone."

* * * *

Daniel was exhausted, closing curtains at four in the afternoon and climbing into bed, his dagger under the pillow and one hand closed around it as he lay on his stomach. The pills he'd taken were the new regime, but he didn't hold out an awful lot of hope they would be any different from the ones he'd previously taken. The doc meant well, but a sincere green-eyed gaze and a sympathetic word or so meant sod all when the night closed in and Daniel was on his own.
Sleep happened so quickly he didn't have time to toss and turn, and the dreams caught him in their needy grasp way before he had a chance to stop them. The same ones—Belvedere, the knife, the fire. It was horrific, seeing someone burn like that. Flashes of Afghanistan mixed in, his friends dying around him, screaming for his help. Two voices whispered to him, his own and another deeper voice that was sly and insistent.
"You shouldn't have even tried to disarm under fire." The other voice resonated with accusation, and he wanted to say he'd had no choice.
"We had civilians there," he responded quickly in his dreams. "We needed a clear path."
The other voice twisted in a chuckle, derisory, mocking. "You were under fire. You know better. You knew your men had been on duty for seventy-two hours. They needed rest."
"I was following orders," he screamed back, but the other, the presence of the other, was suffocating.
"You'll never stand for your friend. You are a scarred, ugly cripple, useless, the man who couldn't save them."
His conscience never let him rest.
He rolled onto his back and sat upright, ripped from sleep by his fear and his anger, and for a long while, he concentrated on simply breathing through the emotions.





Chapter Eight

The day after, Sean showed up at his front door. Armed with fish and chips from the visiting chip van and a six pack of beer, he waited hopefully as Daniel just stared at him.
"Thought you could use some food," Sean offered helpfully.
"Don't you have patients?"
"Nope." Sean sounded way too cheerful. "Not tonight." He inclined his head. "I'm on call for emergencies."
"So no beer for you then." Daniel let him stand there stewing, getting an almost perverse pleasure in watching Sean squirm. "And I can't drink on my meds," Daniel pointed out helpfully.
"One won't hurt." Sean looked around him as if someone might have heard him slip from professionalism. Daniel stood to one side.
"You'd best come in then, Doc."
The fish was steamed inside the batter to perfection, the chips chunky and hot, and the vinegar tart on his tongue. He heard the bell from the van every week, but he could never be bothered to stumble out and buy himself dinner, instead relying on cans and boxes in his own kitchen. That was something that would have to be remedied this time next week now he had a taste of them. He would make himself walk to the van.
They talked for a long time, about everything and nothing. By unconscious decision, they avoided talk of medical matters pertaining to Daniel, and that worked well.
"So you kind of implied you were…" Sean hesitated. "You said something about being a single, gay guy." Daniel pulled his upper lip between his teeth and nodded a quick yes. "That must have been hard, being in the Army and all. It was hard enough for me at medical college, and we all know students try anything." There was no earth shattering Are-you-gay, yes-I-am, let's-shag conversation, but the whole gay thing was out there, and maybe Daniel could see something in Sean he hadn't seen before. Understanding.
"It wasn't hard as such. I just kept my army life and my sex life separate."
"All the time you were in Afghanistan?"
"Mostly."
"I have to tell you that I'm really attracted to you," Sean began seriously, pouting when Daniel snorted out his amusement.
"I can tell you went to private school, 'I have to tell you—'" he mimicked.
"Shut up," Sean grumped, waving a hand to silence Daniel, a hand that Daniel caught with his still-nearly-functioning reflexes.
"Well," he began, teasing in his tone, "I have to tell you that I'm attracted to you too."
"Oh." Sean looked at him with wide eyes. "That was easy," he finally said.
"Talking about it is easy. Wait 'til you get past the talking and experience my inferior body image issues." Daniel was joking, but he knew for a fact that the thread of fear he was trying to hide was obvious. Sean leaned forward, his hand cupping the right side of Daniel's face, his other hovering over the scars. He didn't touch them, but he leaned in and kissed Daniel tenderly, a mere touch of lips and then he drew back, his hand finally resting on Daniel's ruined skin.
"If I got to touch your body, I would feel like the luckiest man in Steeple Westford."
"What? Even luckier than Mrs Jones who won twenty-three pounds on the lottery and spent an hour on Wednesday telling me how she was going to treat herself?" Daniel wanted to diffuse the tension, had to make a joke of the fact he was hard in his jersey boxers and wanting anything Sean was offering.
Sean chuckled. "Even more than that."

* * * *

It wasn't every night, but over the next week, Sean would arrive on his doorstep, he guessed post-surgery hours, always bringing some kind of food.
"Do I look like I need fattening up?" Daniel had joked on the third day, after looking at the curry from the Taj Mahal in the next town over. Sean had replied in all seriousness that he needed Daniel to keep his energy levels high for when they finally went past the kissing stage. That served to fluster Daniel way past normal, and it was that he remembered when Sean arrived at his door the next night. He didn't have food. All he had was a grieving expression on his face and an air of palpable sorrow around him. Daniel ushered him in, guiding him to sit, and after ascertaining he wasn't on duty tonight, handed him a beer. He didn't ask stupid questions, just popped the tab on his own beer and waited. He thought he knew what this was about. Will had only just left, carrying news of deterioration in Charlie and Carol's premature baby, a sentence of only a few days to survive. They couldn't tell what was wrong with the little mite, but they knew he was losing the battle to live. Sean was so close to Phil, close to the whole family, and had been asked to be godfather to little Edward. They didn't actually talk about the baby, but Daniel moved back in the corner of the sofa and encouraged Sean to lean close to him. He could be what Sean needed tonight. A friend.
They fell asleep on the sofa, Sean clutching his mobile phone as if he expected it to ring at any moment. When Daniel woke, he checked Sean's mobile and saw it was a little after two in the morning, and Sean was shifting in his arms.
"I need to go." Sean protested at Daniel's hold and gestured pointedly up at his mobile. "It's two in the morning" He twisted in Daniel's arms, and Daniel released the hold immediately. He wasn't going to force Sean into staying still if he needed to move.
"I do all my best work at two in the morning," Daniel said softly. "In the dark you can hide anything, scars, grief…" Sean gazed at him with confusion on his face, and then compelled by something he couldn't identify, Daniel moved in for a gentle kiss, touching his tongue to the seam of Sean's lips and pressing them apart. Daniel finally had Sean kissing him again, with the promise of more.
Daniel was feeling each inch of available skin as they kissed, pulling back and watching Sean's eyes in the dim half light as he continued the touch. He stopped the travel of his fingers and laced them with Sean's, his thumb tracing patterns on the fleshy part of Sean's palm.
"Are you okay?" His voice was little more than a husky growl, low and insistent. The last thing he wanted was to take advantage if Sean had things on his mind.
"No talking, just kissing," Sean murmured, leaning into Daniel's gentle touch, the heat between them building and Sean smiling a soft and somewhat shy smile.
"Kissing is good." Daniel smirked as Sean settled himself into the kiss and winced as he used a single finger to trace Daniel's lips, the shape of his face, his cheekbones. He curved the path across the scarring, and Daniel reached up to cover Sean's hand with his own.
"Gorgeous," Sean breathed as Daniel tilted his head into the joined touch, pushing against it gently. Very slowly Daniel slid his hands into the soft silk of Sean's blond hair and encouraged him closer to lay a path of kisses from chin to his cheekbone, then to his lips, applying very little pressure, the slightest breath of a kiss. When he pulled back, Sean chased for the kiss.
Daniel shook his head, moving to start a new kiss, a soft slide of tongue on Sean's lips, asking permission to explore inside and taste the other man. Holding Sean's face in both hands, he tilted his head and extended the kiss as Sean sparked to life and started to move against him, a squirm of need, an insistent tug on Daniel's shirt. They broke apart only to pull shirts aside, hands touching and exploring as the kisses became more. Daniel wanted to learn every inch of Sean. There was something about him, some pull, some need that only Sean could satisfy.
It wasn't about looking for completion at this stage. It was about learning and nothing more, the attraction and pull so quick that it almost seemed unreal. Daniel wasn't sure if it was being on the new medication or if it was just Sean, but for the first time in a long time, he was hard and needy. Kissing Sean felt free, like it was the first real choice he'd made for himself since the bomb. He was content to kiss, his hands anchoring at the base of Sean's spine, his fingers slipping beneath the waistband of his faded worn jeans and resting without moving.
Daniel spread his legs and tilted his hips, pulling and shifting Sean so he leaned against him. Sean whimpered as he was forced to inch that little bit farther forward. It was just enough friction to push them to the edge, but not enough to take them over. It was exquisite, perfect, that single moment that Daniel wanted to last forever.
The kisses turned from insistent and needy to searching and careful. Sean had slid forward and rested comfortably in Daniel's hold, moving his head to nuzzle warm lips at Daniel's neck. It felt so right, feeling the flutter of Sean's pulse against the tips of searching fingers. He kissed a small trail from the pulse to Sean's ear, little biting kisses with flicks of his clever tongue. This was teasing, just testing this instant connection between them.
The heat between them, the passion, exploded in a confusion of hands that gripped, teeth that bit and pulled, and mouths that tasted and sucked and marked in a frenzy. Daniel was too far gone to go slow and to take. He pushed past any pain in his knee, rutted and marked Sean in a primal explosion of lust, and Sean answered with ferocity of desire.
Clothes were pulled and tugged until skin met skin, Sean moving so they could push against each other, hard muscles fighting for dominance. At one point, Sean had control as he weakened Daniel with his hands, reaching down and closing around Daniel's hard, leaking dick, twisting and pulling. His other hand grasped Daniel's long hair almost too hard, pulling him away until their lips were apart. A mask of heat blazed across Sean's face.
"Gorgeous," Sean repeated again and again. He murmured against Daniel's throat, sucking hard, soothing it with his tongue and then biting again until Daniel was sure of its permanence as Sean's mark.
Orgasm was building in him, so close. "Slower," he whimpered, contradicting the breathless plea by arching his head back to give Sean free rein to his throat. "We need to…" He tried to stop, but it was too late. He lost it, hot and hard and heavy over Sean's firm hold, Sean following not long after, sliding against the curve of Daniel's hip, falling breathlessly on top of him, his eyes closed, his body limp.
"I could hold you all night," Daniel whispered gently. Sean burrowed farther into his hold, dropping his fingers to Daniel's hard chest and tracing random patterns.
Daniel dropped his head back, a familiar exhaustion pulling at the edges of his thoughts, his eyes heavy in the warmth of the room, his body languid with pleasure, and bit by bit, his body relaxed. The dampness in his pants he could handle for a short while. He needed just a few minutes rest. Sean was still drawing letters and random shapes on his chest, the skin-to-skin contact warm. Daniel felt the shift as Sean pulled at a blanket on the back of the sofa and settled it over them both.
And they slept, the blanket a cocoon of warmth and Sean's body hot against Daniel, the weight of him secure against his chest.
When the mobile rang as dawn lightened the room, it woke them both with a start, and Sean fumbled to answer, rolling up and off of Daniel and grabbing at jeans as they refused to stay on his hips. He was half smiling when he came off the phone.
"Seems little Edward is a fighter. He's responding okay, still very poorly, but at least out of danger. Phil said he'd update us in a few hours."
"That's good news, isn't it?" Daniel was hoping Sean would say it was.
"It's not bad news, which makes it good news." He rubbed at tired eyes. "If that makes any sense at all." Daniel pulled him back to hold him tight.
"Perfect sense."





Chapter Nine

Daniel stood for a long time staring at his reflection in the mirror. The bathroom was where he did all his best thinking. Judging his reflection when he could see the evidence of the scars, everything was more real. He didn't look tired after last night. In fact, to his eyes, despite the physical stuff and the lack of sleep, he looked very rested. He'd taken his meds like a good little soldier when Sean had crossed his arms across his chest and refused to leave before he saw Daniel swallow them. Resentment shot through Daniel at that thought. He wanted a relationship based on mutual respect and trust, not one where one of them pointedly reminded the other of the frailty of body and mind. Still, the sex had been good, and he wouldn't mind a repeat of that if it was offered to him.
Sean wanted to visit the baby in the hospital so he'd left at eight, a smile on his face that the news he received had been good. He hadn't left without making plans to see Daniel again tonight. It was the first time they had organised Sean coming to the house as opposed to him just turning up with sacrificial offerings of food from local restaurants. It felt different, not casual, but arranged with some great meaning behind it. Interesting.
The knock on the door came not long after, but despite his concerns about the whole relationship thing, his good mood meant he didn't have the usual worries about letting the outside world in.
Will.
"It's been a while," his best friend said carefully. Daniel could play this one of two ways. He could feign surprise that the date of the wedding was now close, which might buy him a few more hours to pack a bag and run, or he could just come out with it and say no.
"Will…" He'd made the effort to start, thinking of how to word his refusal to stand up as best man to Will, when he felt his entire wall crumble to pieces. Will wasn't on his own. Sod it, he'd brought the one thing with him that was probably going to cause way more chinks in his armour than Will could ever achieve alone. His bloody fiancée. Di freaking Fitzwarren. Her soft brown hair was loose in her customary straight bob, her pretty face without makeup, and her lips curved up in an innocent smile. Daniel groaned inwardly.
"Di wanted to talk to you," Will offered, the palms of his hand upright offering innocence in the whole matter, and Daniel did the only thing he could really do.
"You'd better come in."
Di sat primly on the end of one of the two sofas that had been here since the fifties, great solid dark brown leather with carved wooden feet.
"Why don't we have a cup of tea and a quick gossip?" she said gently. "Will can help you in the kitchen." Daniel opened his mouth to protest. He didn't need help in the kitchen, but when he caught Will's gaze and his frantic head gestures, he realised Di was giving the two men time to come up with a suitable defence before she tore it down. Daniel led Will into the kitchen, with all his excuses ready.
"You don't want me there," Daniel whispered heatedly. "People will look, and stare, and Christ, it's your day, not mine." He put an awful lot of emphasis on the word "your", hoping that would win points in this whole discussion.
"I told her it was your choice, Dan," Will replied, just as heated. "I told her your stubborn sodding arse wasn't going to be moved."
"I'm doing this for you and for her—"
"Yeah? I can't wait to see you run that little nugget of Danielism past her."
"You said I didn't have to—"
"I want you to."
Daniel turned to focus on the kettle and making the tea. He didn't want to hear the disappointment in his friend's voice or see it on his face. He just couldn't do this, couldn't face the people that pointed and stared and called him a hero. They didn't know the first thing about what he'd done or the choices he'd had to make. They couldn't begin to know how it had changed him.
"You asked me. I said no. It's simple. If you can't accept that, then I'm not sure where we can go from here." None of them took sugar, so he simply stirred milk into the tea, and balancing the mugs on an old 1977 Silver Jubilee tray of his mother's, he led Will back into the front room. He made a show of placing the mugs within reach of Di and Will, and then with a deliberately staggering limp, he hobbled to the ancient sofa and sat, waiting. Will sat next to the woman he was going to be marrying, grasping her hand and nodding as she looked at him. He cleared his throat and turned his attention back to Daniel.
"I want to ask you, Daniel, one final time, as my best friend since I was in infant school, to be my best man when I marry Di on Saturday."
"I said no," Daniel said swiftly. "You don't even know me any more." Will bit his lower lip, an expression of sadness crossing his face.
"He wants to know the you that is now, Daniel, but you won't let him." Di was very clear in what she said. There was no uncertainty, no hesitation, but equally no chastisement, just the same gentle sadness he felt from Will. It irritated him.
"You don't want to know. Either of you. The things I had to do—"
"The things everyone had to do. All of our soldiers put their lives to test for our country. There is never expectation that you'll be the same person after what you have to do." Di seemed to be the one trying to convince Daniel. If anything, Will had grown quieter, just observing. It was time to change direction with this and get past the deep psychological barriers that he was not letting out and move on to the purely aesthetic.
"People stare at me all the time, my leg, my scars. It scares them to see me. How can either of you want that on your day?" He pushed the right note of disbelief into his voice. He was experienced in using all the right arguments when needed. It didn't matter that Sean had spent most of last night telling him how gorgeous he was. He knew what he was, inside and out—damaged goods. Will looked at him, suddenly focused with an open-mouthed expression, and in a flurry of movement, he was on his feet and inches away.
"Tell him, Di." Exasperation coloured his voice.
"He has to make his own choice," Di finally offered, both men rounding on her immediately, Daniel with the feeling that finally someone was listening to him, and Will with disappointment written clearly on his face. Stubbornly, Will continued the art of persuasion.
"I won't have anyone else, you know. If it isn't you, then I will stand on my own."
"That's not… Will, please…" Daniel frantically tried to link words together but was helpless against his friend's obvious disappointment.
"You don't bloody see it, do you?" Will crossed his arms across his chest, cast a brief look at his wife-to-be, then focused back on Daniel. "Are you at least coming to the Red Lion tomorrow night?" Daniel winced inwardly. Damn it, the stag do. He'd forgotten.
"Of course."
"Seven in the bar?"
"Seven."
They started to leave, but just as the front door was shutting to barricade him in his house, Will turned back, extending his hand, which Daniel immediately took in a strong grip.
"Everything is okay, Dan," Will offered cryptically.
Daniel watched his friend leave, saw him pulling Di in for a hug and shared conversation as they walked, and something gripped his heart. He wasn't sure if it was jealousy that his friend was happy or guilt that he was letting him down.




Chapter Ten

Sean was too damn observant by far. They were only halfway through a double pepperoni pizza, beer for a not on-call Sean and an orange juice for Daniel, when Sean placed his pizza carefully back on the plate and leaned forward.
"What's wrong?"
"Nothing."
"You don't seem yourself somehow, what happened? I'm worried. Is it your meds?"
Daniel hurriedly interrupted that train of thought. "The meds are good; they work better. It isn't that, honest. It's just this whole wedding thing." Sean frowned, and Daniel realised he was squirming in his seat now that he had to explain to his lover where his head was at. "Will, both of them, came over earlier." Frustrated, he pushed his food away and climbed onto Sean's lap, wincing at the sharp twinge of pain in his knee but pushing that to one side and cuddling into the space between Sean's neck and shoulder. Sean immediately pulled him closer, holding him to support his weight more to keep it off his leg.
Daniel inhaled the smell of Sean, the scent of outside, the autumn air, a mix of aftershave and of pizza. Everything felt warm, comforting. He was hopeful that Sean wouldn't judge him for his cowardice. He was making this decision to save his best friend from the embarrassment of having him at the church. Sean would understand. He slid one hand up and into Daniel's hair, twisting his fingers and gently encouraging him to lean back and look up.
"Talk to me." Sean's voice was so damn soft and encouraging, and Daniel attempted to explain, but all that came out was one huge bloody pity party for one. Sean listened to the whole thing, gently massaging Daniel's scalp and, every so often, nodding at what Daniel was saying.
"So, let me get this right. You're scarred, ugly, you have difficulty standing for long periods of time, people will stare, and you don't want to ruin the photos. Is that right?" Daniel shut his eyes and dropped his forehead to rest on Sean's chest, suddenly uncomfortable with the scrutiny from Sean's knowing gaze. He muttered a yes that was muffled by the soft worn cotton of Sean's T-shirt. "You are staying away from your best friend's wedding even though both he and Di want you to be there." Sean encouraged him to look up, and Daniel sunk into his lover's thoughtful gaze. At least Sean wasn't dismissing the whole problem out of hand.
"Don't tell them, but it isn't just…" His words trailed off as he pulled his thoughts together towards some kind of logical conclusion. "I can't think straight sometimes. I'm not sure, but all those people…" Sean moved his other hand until he could cup Daniel's face and pull him up for a kiss. It was a gently searching kiss with seemingly no end, tongues tangling and tasting. Daniel could kiss like this forever, patient and tireless and warm, delaying Sean's inevitable reaction to Daniel revealing his uncertainty with everything. Sean was murmuring words in between breaths of air. "Gorgeous, sexy, mine…"
When they finally separated, and the autumn night was inviting secrets, Sean led Daniel up to the bedroom, curling in behind Daniel and holding him tight. The physical connection didn't need to go any further. It was right; it was perfect. Sean's last words before sleep deepened his breathing and relaxed his hold were the ones that lingered in Daniel's thoughts as he waited for the pain meds to allow him to sleep.
"Will and Di are good friends. Neither of them would want you to be uncomfortable. It will be fine."
It was amazing how those simple words—it will be fine—echoing what Will had said earlier, made Daniel feel less than what he should be. It took him a long time to find sleep.

* * * *

The Red Lion was busy, but for the stag night, the back room was booked. Twenty or so guys milled around drinking beer and talking shit. It was as familiar as a night with his army friends, and Daniel pushed past the ache at the memory to concentrate on being a good friend. Sean was here, across the room, looking over at him every so often and smiling. He had managed to avoid one-on-one with Will, and for that, he was thankful. However, it was that very reason that meant he was wedged into a corner, nursing a bitter shandy and leaning against the wall so he saved his knee the pressure of standing straight. He was happy to stand quietly and felt himself drift into remembering the dreams from the night before.
"Hi." The voice was uncertain, nervous even, and Daniel blinked as he pulled himself back to the here and now. That guy was there, Mike or something, the one with the friend who had a bad arm.
"Hi," he answered and shook the extended hand, this time without hesitation. He felt the familiar static spark, and he suddenly remembered the guy's name. Mark.
"Do you…" Mark's voice trailed off, and he looked at his partner, who extended his hand in welcome to Daniel.
"What Mark is trying to ask is whether you could spare ten minutes in the snug." The snug was a small room to the side of the main bar, and to be honest, Daniel could do with the peace. He nodded and, after agreeing to another small drink, allowed himself to be led to the area. There was one highly polished wood table with four chairs, and a door that separated them from the main bar. He slumped down in the wide, soft upholstered chairs. Jack and Mark sat down opposite him, and for a moment, it felt like he was in a head teacher's office awaiting some kind of punishment. He wondered if he should ask what was wrong, what they wanted to ask him, but he didn't need to.
"I know about the knife," Mark blurted out, looking briefly to Jack, who nodded encouragingly. "I saw it."
"The knife?" Daniel shook his head. He wasn't following this.
"The dagger. The one that used to hang on your wall in the sitting room. You had it hidden under your shirt when you were at Sean's house." Mark was insistent, and he waved his hand in what Daniel assumed was a gesture of "you know what I mean."
"It wasn't actually concealed." He wasn't carrying a weapon for defence; it just comforted him and sat comfortably secure in his jeans, the hardness of it reassuring against his hip.
"No. Not hidden from me anyway." Mark had an unfocused lilt to his voice, and Jack interrupted.
"Mark has been having these dreams—"
"You're in them." Mark interrupted quickly, "I think maybe—I don't have visions in dream that often—I think it's time for us to talk about Belvedere."
Daniel tensed. That name again. The name from his dreams. What the hell did— The door opened, and Daniel looked up. Sean stood there, looking in with a question on his face. It was an instant feeling of relief that flooded Daniel as he smiled up at the man who formed such a huge part of his life now.
"You okay?" Sean asked simply. He didn't wait to be asked in, just closed the door behind him, before choosing the chair next to Daniel, opposite the other two men. He gripped Daniel's hand tight.
"Mark here was just asking about the dagger," Daniel said conversationally, and Sean nodded. He'd seen it, dealt with it, and never ever questioned why Daniel carried it around with him. Daniel loved him for that.
"Do you dream?" Mark interrupted quickly and then held out his hand. "I know you do, but, would you share them with me?"
Daniel hesitated. He wasn't sure he wanted to discuss his freaky post-traumatic stress images of men being burned to death.
"It's okay." This came from Jack, who leaned towards Daniel. "Mark does this all the time. He's a—"
"A psychic, yeah I know." There was silence as all eyes turned to Daniel. "Why do you want to know?" Daniel tried not to sound too suspicious.
"I think, somehow, that I need to be sitting here talking to you, that I could help. With the dreams I mean." Mark seemed so damned sincere, and there was something about the guy that Daniel trusted. Finally, despite feeling uncomfortable, he started to talk.

* * * *

Sean listened to Daniel as he explained his dreams, stunned that his lover had made it to where he was, let alone through a single night with these horrific images he lived with. It wasn't just Afghanistan, with his command being decimated by a bomb and the resulting survivor's guilt, but also memories of things he'd never even seen.
"So they chain up this first guy. Young. Slim."
"Martin…" Mark suggested softly, and Sean looked from Mark to Daniel and back again as Daniel nodded as if he recognised the name.
"Yeah, and I hear the older man tell this Martin that he loves him, that it will be okay, and that he will see him on the other side. They aren't both chained. Only Martin is chained to a stone, a big one, like at Stonehenge."
"A sarsen stone," Sean offered as helpfully as he could, and Daniel nodded.
"Chained, and then they set fire to this wood, and I see him die."
"Shit." Sean couldn't help himself. That was an awful image to have inside your head.
"And then the other man, the dead man's lover… It's another time, I don't know how long afterwards, but another day, and they chain him too. He's tall, proud, and he's determined, not crying and pleading like the other one they murdered first, his lover. He acts like he's accepted his fate." Daniel paused and looked at Sean, who simply leaned closer, hoping his presence helped.
"That was Jonathan Curtess, the one who laid the curse on the Fitzwarren family." Mark's voice had the ring of certainty.
"The fire is there and then…"
"Go on." Mark sounded impatient, and Sean watched as Jack laid a settling hand on his partner's, and Mark reined in his obvious impatience to know the whole story.
"My hand. It's definitely me in my dream—my hand—and I have this knife…" Daniel stopped and reached under his shirt, leaning to his left. He pulled the dagger out and laid it flat on the table. "I use this in my dreams. To kill the second man before he dies in the flames."
"Do you know why you do that?" Mark's hand reached for the knife but stopped just short of it.
"I have absolutely no idea."
"Daniel?" Sean waited until his partner looked him in the eyes. "You are a protector," he began carefully, "a soldier. That's why." Daniel shrugged, and Sean looked back at the other guys. "So why do you need to know this?"
"I'm not sure whether either of you believe I am the real thing or just a fake."
"I don't have an opinion. Sorry," Daniel said quickly. Sean felt the same way. Sure, he had seen the video of the tower room and shivers ran down his spine at the thought but… It was just he liked to be able to touch his reality.
"It's fine." Mark's voice was reassuring. "Let's just say that I have spoken to the young man since the video recording you have of the Belvedere meeting. I had, er, contact with him. I believe he owned the knife you have there, and I believe he may be your ancestor."
Silence.
"His name was Joseph, a family friend to Jonathan Curtess, the second man that was burned at the stones. He couldn't bear to see his friend die in such an awful way. He told me it was instinct to throw the knife at Jonathan, and his skill meant it pierced his heart."
Sean tightened his grip on Daniel's hand, trying to reassure him even as he felt Daniel wriggle in his seat. These things that the psychic was saying were not observations that he or Daniel could disprove.
"Did they kill him too?"
"No, his death was much later in his life, from old age. He ran from the scene, and the rest of the story was his new life with the woman he grew to love—the wife of Jonathan Curtess. They ran from the bad guy, Belvedere, before he could wreak any kind of vengeance and took the name Renfrew, which was her maiden name. My surname."
"Wow, some story." Daniel wasn't being disrespectful. He didn't sound disbelieving, just this side of very slightly shocked.
"I have this whole story in my head, and I think it needs to play out, but I also think you are part of it. Psychic connections, you see." Mark finally touched the knife, showing no sign of any reaction as he turned it over in his hand. Sean didn't know what he was expecting, but it wasn't this calm turning of the object with no leaping or shouting or speaking in tongues.
"I don't usually get connection from solid objects," Mark offered with a smile, and Sean felt embarrassed that he'd clearly given away his disappointment at the lack of spectacle.
"I can't tell you anything else." Daniel sounded tired, and Doctor Sean rose to the fore.
"I think that is maybe enough now," he said firmly.
"That is all we need," Mark said simply as Sean encouraged Daniel to stand. "I'll try and sort this, and I'll come back to you."
Daniel was shaky on his legs, but finally Sean had him back out in the main bar.
"What was all that about?" Daniel sounded as curious as Sean felt, but it wasn't as if he had any answers about this whole psychic-ancient history stuff. He was a doctor, and he mostly diagnosed from real symptoms he could quantify.
"I have no idea," he offered. "Wanna find Will, say our goodbyes and then go home?"
"God yes."

* * * *

Will said nothing about being best man to Daniel at the stag night, and Daniel would have remembered because he wasn't drinking and recalled every word of what his best friend said, alongside that odd conversation he'd had with that psychic Mark guy.
He'd felt relaxed until he arrived home to find a box on the doorstep with his name in large block letters in black pen on the front. He knew it was Will's handwriting. Damn him. Opening it, he revealed a morning suit with a small note in the same strong hand. "Just in case you need it. Wedding is at three." Sean didn't comment, just took the box from Daniel and pushed it under the small gate-leg table behind the sofa.
"Will is always hoping." Sean smiled and held out his hand. Taking the proffered support, Daniel let himself be led to the bedroom and, ten minutes later, was flat on his back with Sean paying special attention to his knee, massaging lightly and chasing each press of his fingers with his lips. It was surreal, catching sight of himself in the mirrored wardrobe doors with Sean on his knees, naked, kissing a path of heat from Daniel's knee and then north to settle between his legs.
"How are you feeling after all that?" Sean asked softly. He clearly had intentions to take his kisses further, but it was obvious to Daniel that the doctor part of his lover had concerns that manifested in über-careful-sensitive Sean. He needed more than that tonight. They hadn't even gone past mutual hand jobs, and having Sean's mouth that close to his dick was a wicked temptation.
"Feeling like maybe we might want the lube and condoms in the side draw?"
They laughed, the tension of the minutes preceding sliding back to the recesses of Daniel's mind as he lost himself in making love with Sean.





Chapter Eleven

It was raining on Saturday morning. Daniel sat in the window seat drinking tea and watching the rain slide down the small panes of glass. It was the kind of rain that could ruin a wedding.
"I kind of expected it to rain," Sean had commented morosely before he left this morning. He was pulling on his shirt, his back to Daniel, who stubbornly refused to leave the warmth of the bed. "With Di's luck, I'm surprised there is isn't thunder and lightning."
"It can't rain all day," Daniel offered in response. He was trying hard to keep things focused away from him. The last thing he needed was Sean turning around and mentioning one more time that Will and Di really wanted Daniel at the wedding. They'd had their first argument over it all the night before, but Daniel was tenaciously clinging to his excuses for not going, and even cited pain in his knee, blaming an overenthusiastic bout of lovemaking with Sean.
His lover had pointedly left the walking stick Daniel sometimes used leaning against the front door, and the morning suit was hanging on the bedroom door. All reminders of what Daniel wasn't going to do. Frustrated, he crossed back to the bed, climbing under the sheet and closing his hand around the ancient dagger. He winced as he caught the tip of his thumb on the blade but didn't have the energy to check the cut or the blood that he knew would be staining the sheets. The cut hadn't hurt; it wasn't that deep. The sound of the rain against the window lulled him into a half doze, and his last thoughts were of his friend and the wedding. They would thank him at the end of the day when he wasn't causing problems or making the place look untidy. Imagine he was there now, bloody hell, standing next to Will, and his knee gave out, or he tripped or some other accident meant he was weak and useless. It wasn't going to happen. It was safe in bed.
The dream came upon him with the familiarity of repetition with the same images, the man in chains in the fire cursing another who stood and smiled as the flames grew stronger. Then the knife in his hands and the sudden stillness in him as he watched the blade fly through the heat to kill.
In his nightmare, there was a new image. He was running. Away from his dead friend, away from the fire, away from Belvedere and his horrific vengeance, straight into the arms of the night and the pathways in the forests that he seemed to know so well. The dream was disjointed, mixed with images of Afghanistan, war, explosions, then the dark of the forest from another time. The images were stark, the moon high in an ink black night, and then there was another. A woman. Screaming, "Don't hurt me, don't hurt me."
"Who are you?" he asked in the dream, but instinct told him who this woman was. She was cowering against the tree, her hands gripping tight to a small child. Sarah Curtess, his friend's wife, ill and exhausted and hiding as he was, in a place he'd happened upon by chance. He was holding out his hand to her and her young son. He knew what Belvedere was like; he had seen enough of it, he would take revenge on Sarah and the boy.
"Can you help me?" she answered in his dream, her voice ragged and thin.
"What use am I?" He looked down at his dream-self, the trappings of wealth long since exchanged for the uniform of a peasant, and then back at her. "I have nothing to give you."
"Please don't let them hurt our son. Make us safe; don't let him find us." Her voice echoed in his head, and her pleading made him weep. "You are a soldier. It doesn't matter how you do this. Just please keep us safe." He looked at her, her beauty beneath the dirt, her son struck dumb at her side. He needed to keep running, through the wilds of lowland Cymru and on to the island of Ynys Môn. He had family there. The decision to run on his own was one he couldn't make. He had to look after them, his new family, and they had to keep running from death. Keeping people safe was what he did, what his unit had done in Afghanistan, whatever the price. It was what they were trained for. She looked at him with such hope, like he was some kind of hero. Her features changed, and she looked more like Di, calling him a hero, someone she looked up to and respected, and in his dream, he closed his eyes then opened them again. Di was gone, and Sarah was back. Sarah and her small son.
Belvedere's men would still be looking for them. Stooping to pick up the child, he extended his other hand. "We run," he said firmly.

* * * *

Daniel awoke with a start, his heart racing and his eyes blurred with unshed tears. He scrambled to his feet, wiping the trickle of blood on his hand onto the white cotton sheet.
What the hell was he doing? It didn't matter that he couldn't walk very well, or that he was scarred, when the manner of how he received the injuries was because of duty to his country. He shouldn't hide. Sean didn't want him to hide, nor did Di and Will. They had pride in him, saw him as a hero. Why couldn't he see that in himself? He looked at his watch, rubbing a hand on his chest to calm the flight impulse that was churning in him. It was half an hour to the wedding, and he was here in his house barricaded from the world.
In fifteen minutes he had managed to take a shower, shave, and hobble to the suit. It was a beautiful dove grey suit, and he didn't hesitate, pulling the individual items on as quickly as he could with the pain that hindered his movements. With only a few minutes to spare, he was outside his house, resting the weight of his bad leg on the walking stick and looking up at the small church. The bells were ringing, and Di's car was just arriving, a modest Volvo, no fancy Rolls-Royce or silver Bentley to bring her to her destiny. The rain was heavier, if that was possible, and the driver helped her out of the car, an umbrella shielding her from the worst of it all. She smiled at the driver, a gorgeous happy smile, not one ounce of hate visible in her expression for the weather. Cautiously he edged off of the curb, taking simple steps to her side, and open-mouthed, she looked at him.
"Daniel," she breathed, another smile curving her lips. Offering his arm and taking the umbrella from the driver, Daniel escorted her to the covered entrance outside the heavy oak door that led to the inner vestibule.
"Can you give me a minute to get in to stand with Will?" he asked softly, and she nodded in understanding.
Gently she cupped his face with her hands, the light of affection in her eyes. "Is a minute enough time?"
Daniel looked down at his leg and then back up at her, offering her a grin of his own. "Maybe give me two?" Bridesmaids fluttered around them, the two young women petting and primping and pulling at Di's veil. It was his cue to leave, and he pushed open the door. All eyes turned to him expectantly, clearly expecting the open door to be the herald of an arriving bride.
Pulling the door closed behind him, he began the journey to the altar and to Will. His steps were deliberate and slow, the stick a counter tap to his heavier footfall, and finally he stood next to his best friend. Sean nodded his approval from his position as usher to one side of the altar.
"You took your time," Will observed wryly.
Daniel tapped his foot with the cane. "Bad leg," he said with a straight face and as much apology in his voice as he could muster. Then he leaned into the hug that his friend gave him, and when he pulled back, Will had the rings in his hand and passed them over without saying a single word.
The oak door opened again, and everyone turned from him to the promise of the bride. This time it was the bridesmaids first and then Di, a tumble and show of red and ivory in her dress as they approached the front of the church. The service wasn't long, but Daniel was never more pleased than when Sean offered an arm to support him standing.
When they exited the church, laughter and smiles were captured on film, and Daniel noticed one thing. Where there had been a storm and rain that lashed an angry revenge on Di, now there was only sunshine and the warmth of an Indian summer.
It was a beautiful day.

* * * *

The reception was held at the Red Lion, and it was only minutes after the wedding party had arrived that Mark cornered Daniel and asked him back to the snug.
He didn't hesitate to begin talking, words spilling as if he couldn't stop them. Daniel followed about half of what he was saying, and when he finally stopped talking, it was Sean who summarised.
"Somehow Daniel standing as best man broke the curse on the Fitzwarrens?"
"Not the entire curse of course, just your part of it."
"Our part of it?"
"It's written on the stone in the church, and it's the second part of the get-out clause, so to speak. 'When the one who reads the earth joins with he who sees beyond…'"
"That was us, we think," Jack interrupted, indicating he and Mark with his hand. "I read the earth with archaeology, and Mark is the psychic who sees beyond."
"So the rest of it is 'when the warrior and the healer stand to swear a sacred bond, when the one who seeks in danger is sworn to the landless lord, then shall my curse be lifted and all the lands restored.'" Mark finished with a flourish and sat back in his chair. Daniel assumed he was supposed to understand from these words just what the hell was going on.
"The warrior? God, that could be you." Sean pointed out quickly. "And I am a healer."
"Yeah, I get that." Daniel could see how they fit that part. "What about that sacred bond nonsense?"
"The wedding!" Mark was triumphant in his logic. "A wedding is a sacred bond, and Daniel stood as best man for Will, and Sean was a groomsman." Daniel expected Mark to end the sentence with a ta-dah! and was vaguely disappointed when he didn't. "I think we would see a larger crack in the stone at the porch door to the hall if we were to go to the castle." He looked beseechingly at Jack, who just shook his head.
"We are not traipsing to the ruined castle in the dark."
Mark looked momentarily disappointed and then rummaged in his jacket pocket for a small notebook, the cover of which was dark with scribbles and notes.
"So if we are the soldier and the healer…" Daniel spoke directly to Sean, who leaned in to bestow a small reassuring kiss before finishing the sentence that Daniel started.
"Who then is the landless lord, and who is the seeker?"
Mark was consulting his notes. "We think Phil is the landless lord, but the seeker? We have no idea. You can't say anything about this to Phil. You can't try to cheat a curse, I think it will only be lifted if Phil, or whoever the landless lord is, finds his seeker on his own."
"If the curse is lifted, what does that mean for the Fitzwarrens?"
Daniel had been wondering the same thing, but given Sean's longstanding friendship with them, he could understand why he vocalised his concerns.
"I wish we knew for sure." Jack wasn't committing himself to anything it seemed.
Daniel and Sean promised not to say anything to anyone about Mark's theories, waiting behind when Jack encouraged Mark to finally leave them alone.
"That is one hell of a story," Daniel began, attempting to push the conversation away from him and into neutral territory. He could see Sean's serious expression and knew his lover was going to want to have the conversation about him changing his mind and going to wedding. He was suddenly desperate to avoid that one.
"Daniel, why did you change your mind about coming to the wedding?" Hell and damn it, those were almost the exact words he knew Sean would use. He sighed inwardly. Should he explain the dream and Sarah? He didn't want to. That could wait for when the darkness invited the exchange of secrets and they were in bed on their own, not in the middle of a wedding celebration. He leaned forward for a kiss. Kissing Sean was something that somehow made everything right. Sean deepened the kiss, and for a while, they enjoyed each other until Sean pulled back, a look of expectation on his face. Daniel couldn't avoid it. He really needed to give an answer.
"Would you believe it if I told you my ghosts told me to go?"

The End—for now…
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