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Lauren’s hands were shaking a little as she lined up vials of medicine on the shelf and then stood back, surveying her work with a critical eye. She hadn’t slept much the previous night and the concerns that haunted her dreams were now returning to palpitate her heart and usually steady hands. Glancing down at her them, her mouth formed a moue of discontent as she pressed her fingers into the palms of her hand – first one, then the other – in the hopes that the trembling she’d experienced would go away with a little pressure. After all, exerting pressure was something she’d become accustomed to. Something she was good at, in lots of ways. Learning how to do it without leaving any damage was the key; she winced as her short nails dug into her hand, trying to get at the muscle there. In medicine, much of her treatment lay in research and damage limitation rather than cure. And, for the most part, she was good at that, too. Only the other day she’d treated two cases of suspected infection among a family of wraiths and not only prevented it from speading, but had come up with a course of antibiotics that had restored them to health in almost record time. Minimal damage. Maximum limitation.

A wry smile tugged at her mouth as she turned from the shelf and made her way back across the lab floor. Creating an antibiotic for a creature who existed only in shadow and shade without any physiological form to speak of had been…well, she allowed herself a tiny congratulatory bob of her head, probably a major breakthrough in medical history. And she couldn’t tell a soul. No human could ever know of the work she did with the Fae, or celebrate her accomplishments. Her genius remained unspoken, unshared among her own kind. Although, her smile faded and she frowned, not that she knew anyone to tell anyway. What ties she’d had to the human world had been severed completely when she’d come under the protection of The Ash. In fact, Kenzi was one of the only humans Lauren ever spoke to of late, apart from the overly–friendly cashier in the grocery store and the woman on the telephone at her local Chinese delivery place.

But sometimes her determined loneliness and isolation from her own kind offered a source of protection that The Ash couldn’t give her. Because being set apart from humans meant that she never had to open her heart again to the vagaries of romantic entanglements. She’d had very few meaningful relationships in her life; her parents had died when she was at medical school and, after that, there had only been Claire. Romance was something Lauren had set to one side, effectively putting a pin in it until she got to the place she wanted to be. Medical school, residency, and finally accomplishment had all taken precedence. And by the time she removed that pin and allowed romance to be a possibility in her life, she found that her singular existence had become as much a second nature as her professional one. If being a good doctor was something that came easily to her, then so did being alone.

Perhaps that was why she’d become distant from people. Or perhaps it was her indenture to The Ash and the burden of keeping his secrets that made her wary. Either way, she’d drifted for so many years that she’d almost forgotten what a true emotional connection felt like; the sparks that exploded light at the back of her neck or the warm flood of feeling that accompanied eye contact. It was contained in the simple things, almost in the mundane. And her life had been anything and everything but mundane since she began working under the protection of the Light Fae.

Whichever way she viewed it – and, Lauren being Lauren had looked at it from almost every angle there was – she was alone. And recently, lonely. Because the worst thing about having that connection wasn’t the feeling of it or the surprise that it could, in fact, be felt at all. No; it was the absence of it once it had wormed its way into her heart. And in feeling the first tendrils of something uncommonly intense, Lauren grieved its loss.

She clasped her hands together and shook her head. The Ash had once told her that grief was a useless emotion and achieved nothing. He was right, of course. All grief did was put unnecessary and distracting burdens onto one’s shoulders and make life onerous and heavy. Lauren had discovered that for herself a long time ago and owed much to The Ash for his patience and consistency, for his cruelty and stricture in enabling her to be more than she ever thought possible, in saving her from a life less than ordinary. He was the father she’d never known and the teacher she couldn’t best, not even with all her medical knowledge. Small wonder, then, that she had willingly undertaken any and every task he set her with the sort of single–minded determination that characterised everything she’d ever done.

But he’d never bargained for Bo. Never expected that his faithful and servile doctor might look elsewhere for fulfillment, or even want it.

Looking down at her hands again, Lauren pursed her lips and sighed. Hiding anything from The Ash was an exercise in futility because he knew everything. After all this time, he could read her in ways that she’d never thought possible between one being and another. So even though he kept trying to push her back onto the path he’d chosen for her – the path that she had gratefully accepted and committed to, Lauren kept veering off course and wandering back towards Bo. And Bo kept moving towards her too. Or, at least, she had done until recently.

Lauren liked to see things with clarity and definition. She liked to understand how the world worked and how the Fae existed in their symbiotic and secretive relationship with humans. When she thought about Bo, she was only able to understand how they were pulled together in the unerring and intrinsic truth of how the world – the Fae world – was as unpredictable and unstable as it was unchanging and constant. Gravity, the mutual force by which bodies were attracted to one another also dictated the distance between them. And, like gravity, Lauren knew that she and Bo were pulled together time and again so that they were caught in an emotionally accelerated freefall that they were both powerless to resist. Even if she’d wanted to – and she didn’t – Lauren sometimes felt that in the forbidden lay inevitability, an inescapable move forwards to assuage the loneliness that had characterized both of their lives. In their ever–decreasing circles of association lay a maelstrom that filled Lauren with an expectant fear. For herself, and for the woman she was drawn to.

Love, like gravity, was an undeniable constant. Lauren had felt it before, of course, and had allowed it to keep her in her place and give her form and solidity. Without it, she had drifted and floundered over all the lost connections to the world around her until the only thing she could rely upon was her fealty to The Ash, his guiding force and the immutable facts of science. She’d almost forgotten that humans have the capacity to believe; to have faith – even in love. And lately, she’d begun to believe that she didn’t need to see things in order to know they existed; she only needed the faith to believe that they did so that she could feel them.

A laugh escaped her mouth as she lifted her gaze to the ceiling and marveled at herself. If her college teachers could only see her now, they would mock the serious, quiet student who was contemplating such ideals. Lauren had learned to focus on the authentic; the genuine certainties that were the lynch pin of her scientific life. Even under The Ash’s tutelage, she’d never been prone to flights of fancy, and yet here she was, standing in her lab and contemplating the true nature of love. If love was a gravitational force, then she was doomed to be caught in a spiral that would always, always bring her back to Bo. Tangible only by the disastrous effects it had wreaked on them both.

“Stupid,” she muttered to herself, taking cold comfort in the fact that her hands had stopped shaking, at least. Picking up her pen, she grabbed a stack of notes that she’d hastily scribbled after her last consultation and began going through them. Perhaps a return to the work she loved instead of the woman she might could give her some much–needed focus.

“Who’s stupid?”

Lauren whirled around to see Bo standing in the doorway to the lab, awkwardly shifting from foot to foot and looking anywhere but at the doctor.

“How long have you been there?” Lauren gasped, surprise widening her eyes and coloring her cheeks with a faint pink flush.

Folding her arms over her chest, Bo shrugged. “Not long.” Her eyes roamed the lab and a frown crinkled her brow. “Talking to yourself?” she mused, a tiny smile tugging the corner of her mouth upwards. “I guess you finally let working with the Fae drive you crazy, right?”

Turning away, Lauren shuffled the notes into a messy pile on the table and dropped her pen on top of them. Gravity. Like love, one only knew it was there after it had already taken hold.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” she said in a considered tone, gathering herself so that by the time she swung around to face Bo, there was already a polite smile spreading across her lips.

“I didn’t expect to be here,” Bo answered, flinging out her hands and wandering across the floor of the lab. She stopped short just a few feet away from Lauren and shrugged, looking almost shamefaced. It was curious, Lauren thought, to see Bo this way. She was tense, like a wary animal, wanting to come closer but not trusting the consequences if she did. It was all Lauren could do not to reach out to her. Instead, she folded her arms over her chest and waited until Bo drew a breath and shook her head, frowning.

“You said when I was ready to listen, you’d be waiting.”

“I did,” Lauren nodded.

“And…you said other stuff too,” Bo began hesitantly, then screwed up her features into an expression of confusion and blinked rapidly. “But I can’t really remember it because of the alcohol and the…you know.” She glanced at Lauren and rolled her eyes. “The whole insulting you thing.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

Bo’s words had hurt. Lauren’s indentured existence had always been something she never needed to explain to other Fae. They’d always taken it for granted that she belonged to The Ash and she’d never questioned it, or them. It was simply the way that the Fae world turned, bent on an axis that most humans could never comprehend or condone. But to someone like Bo, the notion of one person belonging to another – particularly someone like Lauren, had shocked and appalled her. And lying with Bo in her bed, Lauren had felt the strength of the Succubus’ will in the freedom she had offered.

Her fingers fled to the necklace, touching the pendant with a harried touch, noticing how Bo’s eyes were drawn to it in critical judgment.

“Well,” Lauren finally said quietly, “who knew that alcohol would affect you the way it does most humans.” Her lips curved into a tight smile and she looked down at the ground. Better not to see the pity in Bo’s eyes. Better not to feel it sinking within her chest.

“I’m not usually a mean drunk,” Bo attempted a laugh but it echoed, hollow and empty in the stark lab. “Usually I just get…uh…” she lifted her shoulders in an unapologetic shrug and Lauren eventually looked up at her, their eyes meeting and holding for a long moment.

“Hungry?” Lauren suggested, and was relieved to see Bo give her a genuine smile in response.

“Yeah,” Bo ducked her head and shifted slightly, her booted feet sounding dreadfully loud in the quiet hum of the room. Her teeth bit at her lower lip and she straightened up, looking Lauren firmly in the eye and preparing herself for the worst. “I’m sorry about that…” she paused and a frown burrowed momentarily between her eyes. “That thing I said.”

“About being The Ash’s slave?” Lauren’s voice was almost haughty, even though her gaze flickered darkly with the mere verbalization.

“Lauren…”

“No, you’re right.” Lauren shook her head and turned away, busying herself with her stack of papers and picking at their edges with cold fingers. So Bo had come here to make herself feel better, not for any other reason. She made a mental note to send gravity a memo and tell it not to bother next time. Being the recipient of Bo’s pity was even worse than being the object of her anger and resentment. “I’m human, and you know how the Fae feel about that,” she added, swallowing hard. “You weren’t raised as Fae, so you couldn’t possibly understand how loyalty works.”

“Not when it means betraying someone you care about, no I don’t.” Bo’s tone was icy and closer than Lauren had expected, drifting over her shoulder with the heavy timbre of blame.

“Bo…I don’t want to argue about this again.” Lauren held up a hand as she turned to see a pair of dark, accusatory eyes fixed on her. “If that’s what you’re here for, then I’m not interested.”

For a moment it seemed as though the Succubus was going to protest, or at least attempt to instigate another disagreement. Her jaw jutted as she looked at the doctor, nostrils flaring in sudden anger. And then…then she clamped her lips together and stood back, chest rising and falling with increased emotion and breath. Lifting her chin, Bo nodded reluctantly and her shoulders dropped in supplication.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Alright. I don’t want to argue either.”

Lauren’s eyebrows lifted questioningly, doubtfully, but she said nothing. The problem with wary animals was that if a hand of reconciliation was extended towards them, they were more than likely to rip off the arm attached to it if they felt threatened.

“So here I am. Ready to listen.” Bo gave a curt nod that implied confidence, although she looked ready to turn and run from the lab should Lauren say the wrong thing. It was an odd game of push and pull they were playing, Lauren thought to herself. Throwing emotions from one to the other like a burning coal, neither one of them wanting to hold on for too long lest they should be scarred for life.

But she knew that she would rather feel the heat of that emotion searing into her than the lonely cold seep into her bones, and she looked at Bo for a long moment before opening her mouth.

“You’re important, Bo. More than you know.” A faint smile played around her mouth as Bo softened at the implied confession. “Not just to me,” Lauren added with a complicit grin, which she quickly covered by dipping her head and shuffling her feet.

“The Dark Fae want you for reasons that you and I can’t possibly comprehend. But The Ash does, and I trust his word.” She saw how Bo stiffened at the mere mention of his name; how bringing his presence between them pushed them apart again and reminded each of them how betrayal can slide easily between bedsheets and lie with kisses.

“When I came to you that night, it wasn’t to sleep with you.” It didn’t really matter if Bo believed her or not. It only mattered that she say it, finally, and have Bo hear her. Because when she’d said she didn’t know what she was doing, Lauren had meant it. She’d allowed her emotions to overtake sense and caution in a way she’d never done since working for The Ash. It wasn’t his will that thrust her into Bo’s arms; it had been her own. A will she thought she had given over to someone else forever.

“Then why did you?” Bo asked, her voice bringing Lauren’s gaze to rest on her features, open and confused.

“How could I not?” Lauren asked, moving forwards so that she could almost touch the other woman. “I wanted to keep you safe. There are dangers out there that you know nothing about and I didn’t want you to have to face them. You’re not ready yet. We haven’t had enough time.”

Swallowing against the thickness rising in her throat, Lauren frowned and tried to shake it away, but it lodged, painful and insistent and tightened her chest. “The Dark Fae…if they can’t have you, then they’ll kill you. And I just…” There it was again, that tightness, halting her speech and trembling her lips so that she closed her eyes impatiently and shook her head. “I couldn’t let that happen. I don’t know how else to say this to you but you have to trust me, Bo.” Lauren wasn’t given to impassioned pleas but with her hands outstretched and tears pricking the back of her eyes, she knew that she sounded desperate. Perhaps she was.

“Trust you? After you lied to me?” Bo’s attempt at recrimination sounded feeble. As though she was tired of trying to fight it any more.

“I didn’t lie to you. God, Bo, don’t you get it? I lied to myself!” Lauren threw her hands into the air and looked heavenward. “I follow the will of The Ash, explicitly and without question. And you made me question everything, Bo. You made me want things I have no right to ask for; things that are forbidden to people like you and me.”

“People like you and me?” Bo echoed.

“I’m human. Property of The Ash,” Lauren intoned sadly, with a disconsolate expression creeping over her features. “I don’t have the right to make a choice, but with you – ”

“See,” Bo interrupted, taking a step closer to Lauren and peering into her face, “that’s what I don’t understand. You’re his…property? Lauren, have you listened to yourself? You don’t belong to anyone.”

Lauren knew that wasn’t true. It hadn’t been true before the night they’d spent together and it certainly wasn’t true now. All she had done was to shift her loyalties without even knowing it. The moment she’d pressed up against Bo and tasted her skin; the second that their eyes had met, free of the shackles of her necklace, Lauren had given herself over to a greater force. One that she had resisted for so long that accepting it now was almost a relief, not a sentence. If she was to remain a chattel for the rest of her life, then she had gladly invited that status. For better or worse.

“I work for the will of The Ash,” she said dully. It was her mantra. If she repeated it often enough, it might actually have some validity again.

“Not good enough,” Bo said tersely, reaching out and grabbing Lauren’s arm as she turned away. Blonde hair fell forward to cover a face that was strained and tight, unwilling to reveal more than was necessary. But the contact was enough for Lauren to shake her head and close her eyes momentarily, longing for the desire to indulge in disclosure to pass. It usually did. Always had.

“Lauren, look at me.”

“Please, Bo. Don’t ask any more questions. Don’t involve yourself in this.”

“Look at me!” Bo cried, shaking Lauren’s arm. “If you want me to trust you, you have to talk to me, Lauren. Otherwise this is pointless. You know that, right?”

Lauren nodded sadly. She’d always known it. Since the first moment, gravity had dictated their distance and closeness. Always shifting, always moving, but always set apart. Both of them walking the line between worlds; one who had chosen it and one who had been condemned to it.

“I had a sister,” Lauren said. The words sounded uncommon on her tongue and she knew it was because she hadn’t said them to anyone for years. Hadn’t ever needed to or wanted to.

“Had?” Bo echoed, eyebrows drawing together in uncertainty.

“Yes, younger than me.” Lauren twisted out of Bo’s grip and moved away, as though physical distance could incur some emotional distance from the memories that were, even now, sliding gilt–edged and painful into her brain. But she gulped for air before she could continue and swallowed down the pin–prick threat of tears that always accompanied thoughts of Claire. “We lived together when I was a doctor – a human doctor,” she qualified, folding her arms over her chest and glancing at Bo, listening carefully.

“One night Claire was attacked on her way home from work and ended up on my table. I didn’t know it then but she’d been attacked by a Fae, which was why she got so sick.” Lauren’s voice hitched over the details and she cleared her throat, wishing it was as easy to clear her mind of the sight of her sister, poisoned and dying before her very eyes. Eyes that were now deepening with shades of hurt. Regret. Resignation.

“I was a good doctor,” Lauren said, her tone bitter. “I did the whole research thing; tried for weeks to find a cure but Claire was fading fast and I was utterly helpless.”

“Lauren…” Bo moved forwards, her hand outstretched, but the doctor shifted away and shook her head, lips taut.

“Then not long after that, we got a patient who wasn’t…human,” Lauren’s words were heavy, considered. She remembered the moment when she’d realized that her world and vast medical knowledge was, in fact, very small. How even then, she’d felt a rush of exhilaration and fear at her discovery. At the walls that came crumbling down around everything she’d learned in medical school.

“They were Fae?”

“Yes. Dark Fae.” Lauren shrugged and shoved her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was on the way to figuring it out. And that was when I met The Morrigan,” she added. “Apparently my research into my sister’s condition, combined with attempting to treat a member of the Fae community attracted some attention. So by the time the Fae patient disappeared from the hospital, I was already marked as dead. All my notes and research on their physiology and unique biological makeup were a threat to them, so that night I was attacked by some…” she trailed off and shook her head. It was easier to talk in facts; to focus on the events, rather than the terror that had accompanied them.

“The Morrigan sent her best soldiers,” she finished, without explanation, but the lines around her eyes told Bo all she needed to know. A human could offer little defense against most Fae who indulged in mayhem and destruction. But the ones who were ordered to kill on behalf of their leader were the worst of all; unstoppable and intent on fulfilling their mission with a perverse sense of completion and joy. Bo shuddered involuntarily as Lauren pressed her lips together in a firm line and sighed.

“What happened?” Bo asked in a small voice.

Lauren slid one hand from the pocket of her coat and reached up to finger the necklace she wore. It was a moment before she opened her mouth again and she curled her fingers around the twist of silver before looking at Bo.

“The Ash happened. He’d heard about my research too,” she explained. “He saved me – the Light Fae saved me. Humans aren’t meant to know about the Fae, but I was so close to understanding who they are, Bo. Everything I’d ever done before paled in comparison.” There was an impassioned tone to her voice that brought a glimmer of light to her eyes for a moment, until it died and she frowned it away, dropping her hand from the necklace and pushing at her hair.

“I became a doctor to save people and all of a sudden there was this…this being, offering me the opportunity to do what most doctors can only dream of,” she continued. “The Ash chose me, Bo. He offered me his protection from the Dark Fae if I would align myself with the Light. He built this lab and put me in it,” she waved her hand around the room and paused for a moment, her gaze falling over everything he had created for her.

Bo folded her arms over her chest. The Ash was no better than The Morrigan in her eyes. They might be on opposite sides, but she had seen no reason to trust either of them, or their motives. Cruelty came easier to Fae conduct than it did to humans, despite all evidence to the contrary. And The Ash was no exception to that rule.

“But there was a price, right?” she viewed Lauren through a narrowed gaze and watched as the doctor hesitated, then nodded.

“I was offered a bargain. My life for my sister’s. The Ash knew how to cure her and time was running out. If I joined his world and left the human one, he guaranteed her recovery and protection.” Lauren’s eyes gleamed as she recalled his offer, made in a manner that spoke of trade and commerce, not life and death. She had been suitably horrified at the time, but knew as soon as The Ash presented her with the bargain that she would accept it.

“And the one caveat he had was that I never see her again, or speak to her, or have any contact with her.” Now Lauren’s eyes glistened with unshed tears quelled by justification for so long that she felt if she were to give way to them now, she might never stop crying. “He uh…” she swallowed and clenched her teeth together angrily; angry at her own failings and humanity. Angry at the choices she’d made that had left her in this solitary place. That they weren’t choices at all.

“That bastard!” Bo could contain herself no longer. Her eyes flashed as she gazed at Lauren, broken and open in front of her. And The Ash had done that. He’d shattered the only thing that connected Lauren to the human world and taken it away from her. She knew how that felt, to be suddenly lost and alone.

“No,” Lauren held up a hand to stop any potential tirade. “Bo, he made good on his promise. He saved me and he saved my sister. Somewhere in the world, I know Claire is alive and well and safe. How could I possibly not want that?”

“Then let’s find her, Lauren!” Bo grabbed the other woman’s wrist and tugged at her arm. The fervor in her voice spoke of her own desperate need to find family; of the inherent biological pull towards one’s own kind and birthright. “Kenzi and I can start looking for her! The Ash doesn’t have to know – we can find her and you can see her again!”

Lauren’s fingers covered Bo’s, pressing down with a light insistence. The sad smile that curved her lips was beautifully painful and flooded her eyes with exquisite despair. It was a moment before she could bring herself to speak. A moment before she could let go of the hurt that carved out all the empty spaces inside and made them hollow and dead. Like before, her fingers sought comfort in the simple motion of touch and release, in the sensation of strength through contact.

“I can’t, Bo.” Her voice was hoarse and crept over her denial like dead leaves skittering on cold ground. She looked at Bo with sympathy, almost. Such an innocent in the ways of the Fae; still applying human law to a world that was alien and uncommonly cruel. Uncommonly wonderful, too. The juxtaposition of that was what made her work possible. Necessary.

“But, Lauren, come on. You have to – ”

“She thinks I’m dead.”

Bo recoiled, gasping and tearing her hand from Lauren’s arm. The doctor offered her a small smile of indulgence but it failed to reach the inherent sadness that shadowed brown eyes. Failed to assuage the aching that had begun in Lauren’s chest. She’d thrown herself so far into the world of the Fae that she’d almost forgotten the night when she said goodbye. Not only to her human associations, but also to her sister. She had crept into the hospital room and sat by the bed, holding Claire’s hand until it was time to go. Then she had risen and turned away from the only thing keeping her in the world, and never looked back.

Not until now.

“He made her think that, right?” Bo’s voice was terse, the hand that had been clutching Lauren now balled into a fist by her side.

“It was as The Ash willed it,” was Lauren’s response, echoing with false faith.

“It’s disgusting,” Bo retorted, chin jutting out in defiance.

Lauren turned on her, gripping her shoulders and shaking the Succubus a little. The lines of her face were hard–edged and taut as she looked into Bo’s eyes and shook her head.

“She was the only thing holding me to the human world, Bo,” she began sternly. “You have to understand, I would have done anything….anything to keep her alive. And she’s still alive today because of The Ash. Because of what he did for me. For a human. Claire is in the world because of him, and nothing will ever repay that favor.” Her tone thickened and she watched as Bo nodded slowly, dumbly. Passion had been fleeting in Lauren’s life; inconsistent and allied to things of unimportance. But as she talked about her sister, she felt the surge in her chest: fear, loathing, love. All the things she felt for Bo.

“I do what’s necessary to protect those I care about. I lost my sister. I don’t want to lose anyone else. Do you understand, Bo?” Lauren’s hands drifted away from Bo’s shoulders and she gazed at the Succubus for a long moment before moving back, across the floor to where her stack of notes was waiting. A return to arms, so to speak. She reached out for them, grateful for their consistency. Because this was her world now. Anything else existed only in memory.

“You can question The Ash’s motives and Fae laws,” she threw over her shoulder towards Bo. “But don’t question my loyalty. Or what I might have to do to prove it.” Glancing backwards, she allowed herself a brief, indulgent look at the other woman before returning to her notes. It might not have been the explanation Bo required; it probably wasn’t what she wanted, either. But it was all she had to relinquish without ripping open every hidden part of her until there was nothing left to give. There was so little that remained, anyway. Who could possibly want such meager offerings?

A hand on her shoulder made her turn. Bo stood behind her, face painted with colors of sorrow and empathy. But there was no pity in her gaze, only a tacit emotion that made Lauren’s heart swell and beat just a little bit faster.

“I’m sorry,” Bo said softly. “I do want to trust you, Lauren.”

“Then leave the Elemental alone,” Lauren nodded with stern assertion. “Please, Bo. For me.”

It was a request that Bo had heard before. One that had been made in the secretive warm intimacies of a bed that they had shared. One that she had ignored, barely recognizing the implications until now, until this very minute. As Lauren’s lips parted slightly with unspoken words and all the things she couldn’t say, Bo nodded. What else was she to do? The choices that were already made were self–evident and glaringly obvious. Sacrifice was always hard, especially when love’s labors were lost and found like this. But in the moment she inclined her head, Bo knew that this was a sacrifice worth making – just as Lauren had known all those years ago.

“Okay,” she said, seeing relief flood the doctor’s features and stream into her own chest. “Okay.”
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