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It wasn't supposed to happen like this. 

I was supposed to be safe, so long as I didn't fall asleep. Those were supposed to be the rules of this place. So long as I stayed awake, I couldn’t fall into Flesh-Woman’s clutches. But this time, it was different. I'd not dropped off, I’d just told my parents about my empath abilities. It hadn’t gone well, but my hand had been forced because of this exact situation playing out right now. Lucas, my tutor in all things empath and hopeful saviour, was bringing Molly, a scientist who studied empaths, to possibly help me. He’d just knocked at the door, and then it was lights out. I was yanked back here to this dream world with the Flesh-Woman leaning over my wheelchair, pinning me in place. I didn't know what was happening to my body outside this space, but I could probably hazard a guess.

The smell was terrible. I felt like I was either going to throw up or at least gag. Her teeth were chipped and yellow, her lips melting as her nub of a tongue flicked over them. I tried to look past her, but the background was all a hazy blur, as if we were being spun rapidly in a circle. The only thing solid in this place, and that wasn’t even the right word for her as she melted over me, was the Flesh-Woman, and everything else was a blurring haze of movement that never seemed to end.

“H-how?” I stammered, surprised the word even slipped out. Before, I'd never been able to verbalise my words. She’d always paralysed my throat and just laid out her threats.

“I told you, empath, I have the ability to call you here at will. You'll never escape me, no matter how hard you try,” she said, a ghost of a smile on her melting lips. 

“Who are you?” I asked, finding it harder to speak now. I had to focus on forcing the words out. Before the question had easily been vocalised, now it felt like my words were being frozen in my throat.

“Oh I like this, empath, I like having a playmate who asks the right questions. Maybe I shall allow you these,” she said, mocking me with her eyes. 

They weren't melting, but solid in her skull. The flesh of her face seemed to be decomposing in front of me, but yet it never actually disappeared. Her fingers on my pale white arms, just bone, though the flesh kept regrowing and dripping off into nothing. Her face was by far the most terrifying, as if she was stuck between alive and fully dead. I knew so little about empath lore that I didn't have the first clue who she was, or where I was. It felt like my own personal hell.

“So who are you?” I asked again, still having to force the words out. 

She leaned back. “I am the Protector between the world you reside and the world that comes after. I ferry the souls lost between worlds to their rightful place. I also make sure those who come and do not belong are punished. You, empath, fall into that category.”

“So this is what? Purgatory?” I asked, trying to think about any of the religious stuff I could remember from my classes.

She threw her head back and laughed, her fingers digging into my flesh. “Oh, empath, you have no idea, do you? I thought it was just a façade you put up, but you know nothing of your powers, of your history, of your limits.” She glared at me with yellow eyes. “You play with things you do not understand, and you dance with death without knowing the risks.”

“Tell me what to do to make this stop, and I'll d-do it,” I said, stammering again as I saw the chance to get rid of the Flesh-Woman without having to rely on Lucas or Molly, the woman Lucas swore would be able to help.

She locked her eyes on mine. “You can't undo it, empath. Only when your powers have been bound will I consider freeing you from this place. Right now, you belong both in your world and the next. You are playing with fire, and you think that all you have to do is say sorry and it'll go away? No, empath, that's not how it works.”

“How do I bind them?” I asked, starting to panic slightly. 

I'd read of it in Mary's diary, she was an empath from the past, possibly related to me, her whole life shrouded in mystery. She’d had the same glow I possessed, but it seemed her diary was the only link the empath world had left of her. I knew so little about being an empath, she’d guided me through dreams, and while her diary spoke of binding, I didn’t fully understand what it meant. Would it really be that bad? I mean, if this being was right, then I had no need for my abilities. I could happily live without being an empath. I would manage just fine.

She snorted and shook her head. “You really don't understand what you've done, do you, empath?” she asked.

I stared up at her. She still scared the hell out of me, still smelled like something rotting. But was that pity in her eyes? Fear? Why would she pity or fear me?

“What did I do?” I asked, looking around as the place we were in started to come into focus.

“You awoke the beast, empath. And there's no going back from here.” She leaned in close, her breath hitting my face and making me recoil. “Until next time,” she whispered, before pushing me away.

My eyes shot open with a start. I was breathing heavily, suddenly aware of where I was. In my room, my bed, Mum’s worried face leaning over me. The multi-coloured fairy lights above my bed were just about visible, something that calmed me, the ticking of my blue cat clock, its tail bringing the sound of something normal. The fact my walls were solid and still told me I was safe. The lights were real. I was back, but what just happened? I looked up at Mum, her cheeks pale with concern, eyes roaming over my face, having settled into her usual carer mode. I tried to sit up, but she pressed on my shoulder to keep me lying down.

“It's okay, Jessie, just breathe,” she said softly.

“Lucas...”

“I asked him to leave, same with the other woman. You don't have to worry about what they've been telling you. You're obviously sick, Jessie, and I should never have allowed things to go this far,” Mum said, her hand brushing over my forehead.

“No! I need his help!” I hissed. “You don't get it, I'm in serious danger!”

“Max, can you get me a glass of water for Jessie?” Mum said, glancing to the side. 

“I'm fine, but I need to tell Lucas what I saw,” I said, trying to sit up again. I managed it somewhat and Mum backed off a little.

My vision was hazy, but I could work with that. My biggest worry was what Mum had said to Lucas and Molly. They'd been right here to help with the problem, and she'd sent them away. Of course, I hadn't expected her, or Dad, to welcome them in with open arms. Neither one of my parents were big on the supernatural and paranormal. Hell, I hadn’t been either until now.

Dad came back with the water, his tie hung loosely around his neck, hair sticking up a little as if he’d run his fingers through it panicking while I was out of it. Mum seemed to be the picture of holding it together, but I could see the stress in her eyes, the way she held the water for me, guiding my mouth to it like I’d forgotten how to drink, and reminded me to take small sips. I was trying to remember everything I could about what Flesh-Woman had said. I’d need to email it to Lucas and see if he had any answers. I'd also have to find a way to contact Molly, meet up with her outside my house somehow.

“Jessie, I'm going to call the doctor and have him come check you out,” Mum said. “Your dad will stay with you. You had another seizure, and I think it might be a good idea to take you back to hospital.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I'm fine! I do not want to end up in that ward again where I can't sleep and can't do anything. The doctor isn't going to be able to do anything without me seeing the Neuro, and we have that appointment, or will do soon.”

“That's something we need to decide as parents, I know you don't like being admitted, but there's been a lot of stress today. I think it might be a good idea for you to talk to someone,” Mum said, in the most patronising tone ever.

“I'm not crazy!” I snapped. “Fine, call the doctor, but he's just gonna tell you I need to see the neurologist. I'm not having any symptoms, I wasn't out for hours. I'm fine.”

“Your dad will stay with you, okay?” Mum said, carrying on as if I'd not spoken. She left the room before I could protest any more, but I didn't think she'd have heard me even if I had shouted. 

My eyes were drawn to the photo of me and my friends bowling. It’d been taken only a few weeks ago, and yet it felt like so much had happened in that time since. Meera, my girlfriend, her sandy brown skin and green eyes reminding me I did have some support here. She was stood beside my chair, while Roe leaned in just over my head, her skin a dark olive and her short brown hair looking a little out of place, but the massive grin on her face reminded me of the fun we’d had. On the other side of me were Gray and Craig, the former being my childhood best friend, tall, lanky, tanned white skin from his time playing football, and not a hair out of place, but that was normal for him. Craig had been my first friend at Crosswood, he was also tall, about the same height as Gray, carrying a bit of extra weight, and his golden brown skin shone with sweat. It’d been a good day, an escape from all the empath stuff, even if the day had ended badly with me having a film clip vision because Tyra had also been at the bowling alley.

It was weird to think she’d been here only this morning, or yesterday, time has kinda lost all meaning for me. She’d come to apologise because I’d interfered, felt her pain, and ended up saving her and her brother from their abusive father. Tyra hadn’t wanted my help, but in the end, she’d needed it. Despite being a massive bully, I couldn’t ignore her brother’s pain, or hers, as it turned out.

I glanced over at Dad. I wasn't sure what to say, nor was I sure he'd even listen to me if I did start telling him what I'd seen. While I'd thought he was taking my explanation well, he'd soon made it clear he didn't believe me either.

If I was going to sit in silence and wait for the doctor's decision, I might as well get you all up to speed. My name is Jessie Oliver, I'm fifteen, and I'm a late developing empath, though I did keep referring to it as the twitch in my head, simply because that’s what my friends and I call it. Easier to have conversations while in the crowds at school if it sounded innocuous. No matter what we call it, you’re probably wondering what it means? Well, as you may have already gathered, it's the ability to feel certain people's pain... literally feel it. I'm chronically ill and disabled, and already have a whole boatload of my own pain, so when I developed empath powers, my life became a whole new level of fun. The late developing basically describes someone like me, who wasn't born with the ability presenting.

I'm average height, though I spend the majority of my time in bed or sitting because of the M.E and Fibromyalgia leading to paralysis in my legs. I'm a little heavier than I probably should be, with short, brown hair in a pixie cut style, though it’s been a little longer than I’d like for a while. I'm pale as a ghost most of the time, but that's because being in constant pain puts a dampener on things. I also have wire-rimmed glasses, which right now were on my bedside table. I assumed Mum had removed them during my seizure.

I should really explain the seizure, right? Technically, I had no idea what it was, other than what the Flesh-Woman, or F.W had told me. Recently, I'd started to get some control over my powers. I'd found that I could, with Lucas' help, turn down the level of pain I felt from a trigger. A few days ago, I tried doing it with Mum and her migraine. To call it a success would be an understatement. I not only turned it down, but I eliminated her ability to feel pain for over twenty-four hours. For those wondering, no, that's not normal. I have some extra abilities, and they're turning out to be a real worry and pain in the arse.

My parents hadn't, until a few hours ago, even known I was an empath. I like to think, had I been presenting from birth, they might've found it easier to believe, but suddenly having the power at fifteen, just after I got sick? They didn't believe me. They also thought Lucas, my guide through the empath world, was feeding me crap and was to blame for all of this. I'd blacked out before I could tell him to help me no matter what.

See, it turns out that all pain is energy. When you take someone's pain and stuff it into an empath doll (I don't know what else to call it, it's literally a doll for the pain) and keep that connection open for twenty-four hours, that energy has to go somewhere. Lucas and I came to the agreement we had to break the connection a different way since everything I tried wasn't working. In destroying the doll, the energy had flowed back into me, and I'd been thrown into a seizure where I'd met the Flesh-Woman who now seemed to haunt my dreams, and waking hours as well. 

Of course, neither Mum nor Dad were going to believe I had this ability, and given that my MRI and EEG had shown issues, I was probably going to be diagnosed with another condition. Oh yay. But let's focus on the important things right now. I had to find some way to tell Lucas I needed his help. It didn't matter what my parents said, I could not do this alone. He had to realise that.

On top of that, Molly was a scientist running a study on known empaths. She could be the only way I came out of this alive, and while I wasn’t fond of the idea of becoming a lab rat, it might be my only choice. I didn't know how to contact her, and I had no idea if Lucas had left of his own accord or if Mum had threatened him with the police. The whole thing was a giant mess, and I didn't know how to undo it all.

“I know it might seem like we're being overly cautious, or even cruel, Jessie,” Dad said, breaking the silence. “But we do want what's best for you. You have to see it from our side. You've been through a lot recently, and then you come to us and suddenly claim to have powers, start showing new symptoms, and there's an adult we trusted who's fuelling that belief? Can you really blame us for being sceptical?”

I sighed. “I can't blame you, no, but have you ever known me to lie about stuff like this? What do I gain by spinning a yarn here?”

He thought for a moment. “But I don't believe you're lying as such. I think Lucas has sold you a story, and you've been duped into believing it.”

“So you think I'm naïve and gullible. So why would I tell you then?” I asked. “If I'm Lucas, one of the first things I'd tell someone who I was tricking was to not tell anyone, I mean, that makes sense, right? If you're planning to groom them or whatever shit you and Mum have decided...”

“Language, Jessie, I’m still your father,” he said, sternly.

“My apologies. But you see my point, why would he tell me to tell you both? Why would he leave himself open to attack by coming here and forcing my hand?” I stared at him. “Think about that logically. He's telling me a lie, okay I can see why you'd think that, but why does he then put me in a position, turning up on a Sunday evening when he knows I won't be able to say it's tutoring, especially given I just got out of hospital. Why does he do that? You can’t give me a reason that's plausible.”

Dad sighed. “I can't think of one,” he said after a moment. He held up his hand to stop me speaking. “But that doesn't mean that there isn't one. It just means I can't think of it right now.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I tell you why, it’s because I'm telling the truth. I’m in danger and you and Mum are too busy wringing your hands like I'm a toddler. I may be disabled, Dad, but I'm not stupid. I knew what kind of risk I was taking telling you both, and as usual, neither one of you paid the slightest attention.”

“That's not fair, Jessie!” he said, getting up. “We listened to you, and you got so worked up you had another seizure.”

“Whatever,” I said, shuffling down the bed so I was flat, with my legs propped up on the wedge. “Can I be alone now? I want to get some sleep.” 

I didn't look at him, but I could feel the worry radiating off him. He had to see I had a point here, right? I mean, even my father, king of logical thinking, had to see the kink in their line of thought.

“I'll let you sleep, but the door stays open in case you need us,” he said. I heard him head out the door, and closed my eyes so I wouldn't have to look at him.

I didn't plan to sleep. I was exhausted beyond all measure, but I was, I'll admit, a little terrified that I'd end up right back in that place with no chance of undoing whatever wrong I'd done. I thought back over the Flesh-Woman's words. She was the gatekeeper who ferried people between worlds, and for some reason, I'd created some crack in this world that only affected me. 

Great, so glad I was so lucky to have these powers. I thought about reading Mary's diary, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. Mary Oliver may have been the only other empath in history I knew of, who’d had the same ability, namely the glow and ability to remove people’s pain, and while she'd helped me in the past, or so I assumed, she was long dead. She couldn't help me now.

No one could.
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I must've dozed because the next thing I was aware of was a hushed conversation taking place just outside my room. I stretched out as subtly as I could. I didn't want either one of my parents to realise I was awake. From what I could pick up, Dad was arguing my side of things, which actually surprised me. What didn't surprise me was Mum was having none of it. Their voices were hissed whispers, but you could easily tell that they were both getting wound up.

“I will not have that man in our house!” Mum hissed.

“Kaye, you have to agree the way he went about this, telling Jessie to tell us, points to him not being a bad guy,” Dad whispered. “I know you're worried. I'm worried too, but I feel like maybe there's a grain of truth in what Jessie’s saying.”

Mum scoffed. “You're telling me you believe this 'empath' bullshit?”

“No, not for a second, but Jessie had a point. She had nothing to gain from telling us, and yet she did because Lucas gave her no choice. Why would he do that if he was trying to trick her?”

“Because the man is an idiot! He probably thought he could convince us to pay for his 'help' in ridding Jessie of her seizures. He was here yesterday. He could very well have given her something that caused the first one!”

“Kaye, listen to yourself!” Dad hissed. “They did a drug screen on Jessie at the hospital, if he'd given her something, they'd have found it. Whatever you or I think of the man, he's close to her, and she believes, rightly or wrongly, he's her only hope. We push her away by denying him access, and she’ll blame us. She'll get angry and withdrawn. She'll never trust us with anything. Do you want that?”

“Can you hear yourself, Max? You're saying we should play along with this charade because Jessie might rebel? Be the damn parent!”

I coughed, I couldn't stop it from coming even though I tried to swallow it down. Instant silence. I closed my eyes and kept as still as I could, but I could feel eyes on me. When I heard the door to my room pulled closed and the dampened hisses start up again, I figured I'd got all I would from that conversation.

I quietly grabbed my glasses, slipped them on and got my phone. I was hoping one of my friends would be around. A quick check of the time told me it was almost ten at night. I really must've zonked out. But I could try at least. If nothing else, it would make me feel better about things.

Hey, just a quick update from me. Told my parents & that did not go well. I'm up & about. Well up at least. Dad seems to want to give it a go at working w/ Lucas. Mum's not having any of it. But good news, I was able to sleep a little w/o the nightmare. So half-yay? J x.

Oh and I did speak to the F.W. She ferries people between this world & the next. She said I’d messed w/ something, but wasn't big on explanations. I don't know anything about this shit. And w/ Lucas gone and Molly out of my reach, I don't think I'm gonna learn. HMU if you're online. J x.

I put my phone on my chest while I stared up at the ceiling. Just because I'd managed to get some sleep didn't mean I'd be able to do it again without ending up in that place. I thought about doing some searching and seeing if I could find anything that would give me some idea of what to do with Flesh-Woman. I mean, if there was lore, it had to be out there somewhere.

I pulled up the forum on my phone. Thankfully, my sleep had put my eyesight back to normal and nothing was fuzzy any more. It did occur to me to maybe tell Dad about the forum, but that just seemed like a quick way to change his mind again. While I could no longer hear even the whispers of a fight, I didn't think that topic would be over for a long time. Dad might be willing to believe some of what I was saying, but if I showed him the forum, he might just as quickly change his mind.

My phone pinged twice, breaking my chain of thought. I picked it up and saw two messages from Roe.

Hey, was hoping to hear from you. You okay?? I knew your parents weren't going to be quick to believe it, but I'd hoped they'd listen to you or Lucas. R x.

I did some checking while you were off w/ your parents. I don't know if it'll be much help but try googling: empath in-between. You might find some good links there. I'll be here if you wanna chat :) R x.

Roe had been the first of my friends, bar Gray, my childhood bestie, who’d believed me when I’d said I was an empath, that the twitch was real. She’d taken to it like a duck to water, and I could well imagine the determined look on her face while she’d been scrolling through the internet looking for a way to help me.

I wished I had my tablet so I could read and chat, but I couldn't get it myself, and it’d mean asking one of my parents. I also didn't particularly want them to know I was actually awake. I could happily manage without another chat about Lucas and my fragile state.

Brb, lemme check these links! TY J x.

I pulled up the browser, typed in the words, and waited a half-second for them all to load up. None of them were sites I knew, but some of them Roe or Gray had mentioned in the past. I decided to go with the first result and see what that told me.

It took a lot of reading, because the website was mainly text. It didn't mention the Flesh-Woman by name, nor did it even give a description, but it did speak of a place between the worlds that was only accessible after death or by 'empaths of extraordinary powers'. Yay, lucky me. 

There was a lot of hyperbole about whether or not it existed, there had been some 'accounts' in the history books of empaths crossing over at the time of their death, but being revived and able to recount what they'd seen. Of course, every religion/culture had people like that. They talked of seeing God or heaven or whatever, before being pulled back to the human world.

I didn't think I’d died, not in any sense of the word. Considering I'd been in an ambulance during my first trip there, you'd generally think they'd have noticed my heart stopping or me not breathing. You'd also think Mum would've said something, because the doctors would’ve known. On top of that, I don't think you get to go home the next day if you literally died and came back to life. I didn't know much about medicine, but I knew that.

I didn't die tho. I mean these sites keep talking about people dying to get to that place. I know I absorbed a shit ton of energy, but I was alive the whole time. I'm pretty sure of that. J x.

Have you read all of these? I mean there are a ton of sites and I assume they all say similar stuff? J x.

I read about five, top five at least anyway, reading number six now, but yeah they all pretty much say the same stuff. The woman is the gatekeeper and while there have been some people who 'saw' the place on their deathbeds, there's never really been too many cases of non-dying people ending up there. R x.

Which I know doesn't help all that much...BUT! R x.

But?? You can't leave me hanging here, Roe! J x.

Sorry, Mum came in. R x.

Anyway, but there have been some cases of people crossing over. It's just hidden in the lore. I don't know much about them but this site gives you a clue. R x.

I clicked the link and let the site fill the small screen. The beginning was along the same lines as the others. The same lore, same phrases used. I was about to pull back from it when I caught the bit about testimonies in history. That piqued my interest. I tapped the screen and let a new page open up. They had bios of ten empaths throughout history who had been to the in-between place on more than one occasion. 

I scanned the names, looking to see if Mary Oliver, my maybe distant aunt, was among them; she wasn't, but there was someone from 1930 who'd been there a dozen times. Her name was Natalie Lynn. I clicked on her bio and reports and settled down to read.

The bio was interesting enough. She'd been born at the turn of the century and had crossed over in 1931, again in 1932, and then several times over a period between 1933-1935. She was classed as an empath of extraordinary powers, and I wondered why Lucas had never mentioned her. Of course, the glow wasn't mentioned, but from what Lucas had told me, sharing that kind of information would put the wrong kind of attention on myself, so it’d track that maybe Natalie hadn’t shared either, or maybe she just didn’t have it.  I'm sure there were other ways for empaths to display their powers.

It was only as I read on to Natalie's descriptions of the place that I started to somewhat believe she'd actually been there.

The outside is a haze of movement. As if the world is constantly spinning while you alone stay immobile. The being guarding the place is in a constant state of decay. I learned early on they change depending on how you have come to be there. For those crossing over naturally, I imagine they have a form that is not terrifying and more of a comfort. But for those like me, the ones not supposed to be in the In-Between, they are a fierce Protector and the stuff of nightmares.

I switched back to the chat window.

I don’t think Natalie is talking outta her arse. It sounds like she's been there! Check her out! J x.

I went back to reading. I was hoping there'd be something in her descriptions telling me what I had to do to get out of that place. I skimmed through the flowery language discussing how she'd crossed more than once because of her empath trait being stronger than most people. She claimed to have had several conversations with the being, but only on the later journeys, which jived with what I knew at least. The question was why? How had she come to the F.W attention, and why did it happen more than once? How did she stop it? Or did she always have that connection, but had some kind of power that kept her tethered to this place rather than allowing the F.W to pull her back and forth at her will?

Hey! Check the link at the bottom of the page! You might find something interesting there. R x.

I did as she suggested and scrolled down the long page of text to find a small box with a link leading to Natalie's “final crossing.” It sounded a little off to me, but given that she was born in 1900, I doubt she'd still be alive now. That's what it had to refer to, right?

On my final crossing, I was clear to my friends, to my collective, to my loved ones, that they must not intercede. The cancer has riddled my body with rot and I wish to finally be allowed to see past the haze and see past the blur, see the Protector for who she actually is. But I still had a false alarm. On the 24th May 1998, at the age of 98, I crossed for what I thought would be the final time. But the Protector greeted me as an old friend and gave me one message before she sent me back: Times are coming to be wary. One will develop who crosses here often and when they come, devastation reigns.

I stopped reading at that point. I felt like I was going to throw up. It had to mean me, right? I felt like I'd been dumped in this place where I had no support, and warning signs all around me telling me what a bad idea this was. I needed help, actual help!

I’d been wishy-washy, fearful even, about being studied, about asking Molly for help. I didn’t want to become a specimen in a lab, but one thing was clear, if Lucas couldn’t help me, if he was saying Molly was my best bet at breaking the connection with the F.W, then I would invite the study with open arms. I would consent, and I would do whatever I had to, to convince my parents as well.

I didn't respond to Roe's texts, but instead sent an email to Lucas.

I don't care what it takes, I need to see you, and Molly. You can't leave me to face this alone. I'll find a way. Promise me, Lucas. 

Jessie.

Only once the email was sent did I check Roe's messages. I had a million questions, and I didn't have the first clue which one to focus on. I sent a quick response letting her know I was fine and going to bed. I put my phone on silent and face-down on my bedside table. I slipped off my glasses and closed my eyes.

Sleep didn't come for a long time. It was just me, my thoughts, and my fear.
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I woke up Sunday with a bit of a headache. I didn't remember my dreams, but that could only be a good thing. I like to think, had I crossed back into the In-Between, I'd have remembered it. I was a little worried about what my parents might say today. I wanted to talk to them again, see if they'd listen to what I was saying. I felt like Dad was on my side of things... maybe. Mum was going to be the tougher nut to crack, as it were.

I wasn't sure how to broach the subject, but as it turned out, I didn't need to. Mum came in with my morning pills and some milk to take them with.

“How are you feeling?” she asked as she passed them over to me.

I swallowed them down, having pulled myself up into a sitting position. I thought carefully about my answer. I'd not known how it went with her call to my GP yesterday. I assumed he'd told her whatever I had, it was being investigated, and that was all they could do unless I became seriously ill. 

“Headache, but other than that nothing major,” I said, with a half-shrug. “I'm guessing the GP said I was okay to stay home?”

As I waited for her response, I studied her face. Mum was average height, had a sturdy build to her, with long black hair she always kept tied back, and pale white skin. She didn't have her glasses on, but she'd recently switched to contacts. Her green eyes were clouded with the same fatigue and worry she’d worn when I woke up last night after my unplanned trip to the In-Between. She perched on the end of my bed and sighed.

“He said that there's no need for you to be readmitted, but it does concern him, this is the second seizure in as many days. He's going to chase up the Neurologist referral.”

“Okay,” I said with a nod. “Did you and Dad finish talking?”

“You heard that then?” she asked, glancing at me sideways.

I nodded. “Bit and pieces. Dad thinks I wouldn't lie about this, and Lucas wouldn't be stupid enough to set me up, and you think he drugged me, and you just need to be firm with me.”

She bristled a little at my tone. “You can't blame me for wanting to protect you.”

“Except in protecting me, you're denying me the very real help I need,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “I get it, you think I'm either delusional or under the spell of Lucas, but I was an empath long before I met him. That's never going away. Ask Gray, ask any of my friends, they'll tell you.”

Mum was quiet for a moment. “You're asking me to ignore every instinct as a parent here, Jessie.”

“I'm asking you to trust me!” I snapped, losing my cool a little. “I get it, you can't see how it works. Lucas was the one who helped me with my words, so that means he must be behind it. But if you'd listened to what I said, you'd know he was helping me! So was Molly, and she's a freaking scientist looking into all of this. You don't wanna believe me, fine, go look into her proposal, something she got government funding for. They don't give that to just anyone.”

“Have you seen proof of this... trial?” she asked.

“I looked online and saw they had everything in order. This was before I thought about using Lucas. I did, at one point, consider Molly or Jonah, but they both would've needed parental permission and I didn't want to go down that road. Nor did I want to be a lab rat.”

“I see, and what changed your mind?” she asked, sounding sceptical about the whole thing.

“Like I said yesterday, I've been going through some things I couldn't explain and neither could Lucas. After what happened with your migraine and the seizure, I needed more help, so I told him to contact Molly. He decided it was better to not wait, given what was going on, and told me he'd be at my place, with Molly, at seven. I knew then I had no choice but to tell you both the truth. You know the rest.”

She was quiet for a moment. I could hear Dad coming down the stairs, but if he knew the conversation topic, he gave no hint. He was whistling to himself, before I heard him go towards the kitchen.

“I might be willing to talk, just talk, to this Molly. If she is, as you say, leading research into the 'empath' thing, then maybe she can explain things to me and your father in a way that's easier for us to understand,” Mum said, stiffly. “I will not have Lucas in this house, Jessie. Am I clear?”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “What am I going to do, Mum? Sneak him in through my window and hope you don't notice?” I knew I was pushing it, my tone was brittle and sarcastic, but right then I didn't care.

“Jessie, I'm serious. You are not to contact him!” Mum said, getting up and glaring at me. “I will make contact with this Molly person, but you will not speak to Lucas, understand?”

I couldn't see any way to not lie to her, so I nodded and held up a hand in surrender. “Okay, I won't speak to him,” I said, wondering if asking Gray to reach out would count. On top of that, I'd already emailed him since the blowout. But Mum didn't need to know that.

“So Molly's details?” Mum asked, still glaring at me.

“I'll dig them up for you now,” I said. 

It was going to be hard to get hold of her phone number without speaking to Lucas, but I’d have to find a way around that. I didn't have a lot of options here.

As Mum headed out, I heard her and Dad exchange good mornings. I grabbed my phone, planning to pull up the website for the study, if I could even remember it, and even then it might not give me Molly’s contact info. Dad slipped into my room dressed in his lazy Sunday clothes, in other words, joggers and a t-shirt. He was tall and chubby, I took after him in that regard. While my chubbiness had been offset at the amount of pushing my chair I did, Dad's life was mostly sedentary. He worked at a bank and sat down most of the time. He had short, brown hair and slightly tanned white skin, and looked more relaxed than he had last night. But then again, I’d confessed about being an empath and then had a massive medical crisis, can’t blame him for being worked up then. 

“You feel up to breakfast, Jessie?” he asked, smiling a little. If he'd overheard the conversation with Mum, he didn't show it.

“Yeah, I could eat,” I said. 

“I'll do you some bacon and eggs then?” he said.

I nodded and looked back at my screen. I checked messages first, the phone having been on silent throughout the night, which was probably for the best since Lucas had emailed about ten minutes ago, and I was forbidden from making contact. There were also messages from Roe, Craig, Meera, and Gray. I wondered if Roe had filled them in on the disaster last night and all that we'd learned. I hoped so. 

I opened the email first.

Jessie,

After what happened last night, I thought I should be more careful about when I email and what it says. I don't have to tell you that your mother was very clear she wanted us to have no further contact. However, Molly may be able to help you remotely. I’ll always be just an email away, but I realise now that putting you in that position last night was wrong and way too soon for you to disclose to your parents. Even given the risks of what you're facing, I should've been more aware of what you were saying and for that I am sorry.

If you need to contact Molly, her email, website, and phone number are listed below.

Stay safe,

Lucas.

I sighed with relief. That was one hurdle cleared. I closed my email program after copying over the contact details and stuff. I figured I could give that to Mum and then see where she went with it. I checked out the website quickly. It was filled with theories and seals of approval from various scientific publications. I'd never actually looked into what they were studying, but better late than never, right?

The study itself was pretty straightforward. Molly's objective was to see if certain people, empaths in other words, though she never called them that or spelled it out completely, were more susceptible to certain drugs and conditions. There was a control group and two other groups that were being given a mixture of placebos and other meds. It was a double-blind study in that neither the participants nor Molly and Jonah knew who was getting what. The results wouldn't be published for another year. That sounded all on the up and up. I mean, Mum couldn't argue with science, right? 

When Dad brought me breakfast, I handed him the slip of paper with all of Molly's details to him. He seemed to know what it was, so I took that to mean Mum had let him know what we'd discussed. I wanted to say something to him, to thank him for both believing me and fighting in my corner, but he disappeared before I could. I wasn't sure if he actually believed me completely, or if he just saw this as something they had to go through the motions for.  I was grateful, whatever the reason.

I ate my breakfast slowly, propping my phone up on my lap so I could catch up with all the messages going back and forth between my friends. It was now closer to ten, and it seemed everyone else was up and about and ready to plan their Sunday. 

Once I was done eating, I thought about pinging Roe to thank her for the research she'd done yesterday, but I held off. I wanted to go to my friends with good news, to tell them Mum had seen sense, but then again, was that really an attainable goal? She might never get that I was an empath, whether I liked it or not. 

And then there was what the F.W had said. She'd mentioned being bound. Mary's diary had mentioned the same. Was it possible that was a way to check out of empath life and solve this latest crisis? And what of the words to Natalie on her last documented trip to the In-Between? Was she talking about me, or had I been reading too many dystopian novels about chosen ones who bring doom, gloom, and destruction to their worlds?

In the end, I pulled up the chat window and typed out a hello. I couldn't go any further with my parents until Mum spoke to Molly, if she even did that. I was glad to see that Roe had filled everyone in on what they'd missed, and there were a bunch of questions from everyone. It was only once I'd brought them all up to speed with what the situation was now that I was able to pose my actual question.

Roe, you remember this from last night, but there was a woman, Natalie Lynn, on her last trip to the In-Between, the F.W, the Protector or whatever you wanna call her, gave her a warning. I know I'm gonna hate myself for saying this, but I think it was about me. Lemme copy/paste it here. J x

It said “But the Protector greeted me as an old friend and gave me one message before she sent me back: Times are coming to be wary. One will develop who crosses here often and when they come, devastation reigns.” J x.

Whoa, why didn't you mention this last night?? R x.

I was kinda knocked out by it all tbh. Sorry. J x.

I couldn’t help but wince at the rebuke in her tone. She was probably thinking of all the time she could’ve spent researching this. While the others would be more looking to me, or Gray, for answers, Roe had taken on the role as the researcher quickly and easily.

What does it mean tho? I mean we don't know enough about Natalie. Can someone give me a link to the site? M x.

Meera was my girlfriend, cute as anything, sweet, and loving, and while we’d had our ups and downs since I confessed all about the twitch, me being an empath I mean, we’d seem to settle into a new normal, a relaxed relationship where we were happy to be together. She’d be happy to do the research, but she was also dealing with her own health issues and probably had to avoid screen time to stave off migraines.

Here you go. R x.

It's on the testimonials page. She was the only one who really sounded like she knew what it was like. J x.

But you slept twice now w/o going there right? C x.

Craig had been my first friend at Crosswood. The issue wasn’t that he didn’t believe me right off the bat, but that he seemed to kinda fake believing me and then, only when presented with more facts from Roe, did he turn around and jump into the empath and twitch life fully. I always felt like he struggled to accept what he couldn’t see, but then again, most people would.

Yeah, but Natalie said it wasn't all the time, just every so often. J x.

I don't know if that means I'm safe or what. J x.

Do you want me to come over? G x.

I can be there in like five mins if I run. G x.

I’d grown up with Gray, and when I’d started having pain that wasn’t mine, he’d been the one to set everything up like some kind of weird science experiment. The outcome was, I only knew what the twitch was because Gray did some digging and found answers for me. He lived down the road, and we’d gone to the same school until I’d gotten sick and had to transfer to Crosswood, which was way more wheelchair accessible than Downfields, where Gray still went. 

Thanks, but I think my parents are a little freaked out. J x.

They may not take too kindly to visitors. J x.

Okay so we know this place has to exist b/c Jessie's been there & so has this Natalie. C x.

So why don't we all take a piece and dig deeper? C x.

That's a good idea actually. There's a ton of links I couldn't get through. R x.

You guys sure that would be okay?? J x.

You don't have to. I'm hoping Molly will be able to help. J x.

I'm in, and I'm coming over later no matter what. G x.

Me too, in I mean, I don't think it'd be a good idea for us all to come over :) M x.

Then it's settled. You hang out here and we can ask questions, but if you have to go, let us know! C x.

You guys are all awesome, you know that? J x.

I beamed at the screen. If nothing else, I had my friends, and they supported me. I couldn't ask for anything more.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


[FOUR]

[image: ]




Four hours later, my friends and I had a ton of information. Some of it didn't really make sense to me, but I'd pulled up my private app and made copious notes anyway. Of course, we knew there had to be some kind of way to find out what was really useful and what wasn't. I was hoping Molly would ease Mum's fears, and I'd be able to actually talk to Molly about all of this.

I was also starting to feel drained, so I let my friends know I was going to take a quick nap and settled down to do just that. My phone pinged with an email just as I went to turn it on silent. I grabbed my glasses to check the notification. It was from Molly. 

Jessie,

As I've spoken with your mother, she has agreed you be enrolled in a special trial that is, at the moment, awaiting funding. She's given me permission to reach out to you to discuss the matters that are concerning you regarding your empath trait. I'm aware of your history thanks to a friend, but he will be unable to join our lessons. Can you let me know when it would be best to contact you for a Skype lesson? I understand from our friend things have been moving fast and wanted to let you know I’m available today between two-thirty and three-thirty only. If you're unable to make that time, I can see you tomorrow at midday.

Kind regards

Molly Haven

Lead Researcher.

I groaned aloud. I didn't really want to wait, nor did I want to risk Mum changing her mind. I also really wanted to know more about the whole 'special trial'. Had Mum just signed me up to be a lab rat? Or was that more Molly making a legitimate reason for us to correspond and meet?

My body ached with fatigue, but I couldn't risk it. I had to know what was going on and how to control it. I couldn't keep going like this, and until I knew how to stop the F.W from pulling me into the In-Between at her will, I wasn't going to sleep soundly.

I sent a quick email back saying I would be around in thirty minutes and to ping me on Skype. I gave her my username and all of that, and then called out to Mum, asking if she could get me a cup of tea or something. I didn't mention I'd been planning to nap, that would not go down well.

Thankfully, Mum didn't ask any questions, and I quickly told my friends the nap was on hold until I spoke with Molly. Gray offered to come over and help me keep my thoughts in order since he knew the Fibro and M.E. sometimes gave me killer brainfog, but I told him to stay put. I did mention to Mum he'd be coming for dinner, and she was fine with that.

So at exactly two-thirty-two, I had headphones on, door closed and Skype on my phone. Molly rang, and I answered with video. I watched her as she went through her introduction. She wasn't what I expected. She had a full face, seemingly smaller than I was sat down, so probably short. She had tanned white skin that complimented her hazel eyes,  and her long, black hair was tied back, with a few strands loose she kept trying to tuck behind her ear. She didn't exude confidence. She actually seemed pretty anxious. She gave an almost nervous chuckle as she finished up.

“So basically, I'm going to try and work with you. I know Lucas has done a bit of the beginner exercises, but he was starting to feel like he was out of his depth, which is not what you want your tutor to be saying. Now, I've read Mary Oliver's diary, and I've made copious notes. It's kind of what I do. So why don't you start with what you feel is the most important point to work on?” she said, tapping her fingers against the table-top.

“I think we need to deal with the Flesh-Woman... the Protector sitting between worlds. I've done some research myself. My friends and I just did a massive study session, and I found a woman who apparently knew more about the Protector than other empaths. On top of that, she gave similar descriptions to the ones I have,” I said, trying to stretch my neck a little and failing.

“You have to remember that some of the stuff online isn't as reliable as you'd like to think, but I think I know the woman you're talking about. Natalie Lynn?” she asked, clearing her throat as she put on a pair of glasses and let them sit low on her nose while she held a tablet in her hand.

“That's the woman, what's known about her? Why did she keep crossing over?” I asked, glad my tablet desk was still nearby so that I could just switch the keyboard on and make my own notes in my private app. 

Molly sighed as she moved her head from side-to-side. “She had stronger powers than most people. I'd have liked to have known more about her, but she was a very private person beyond the tales she shared. You have to remember, for a long time, the empath world was very insular. It still is, but with the forums and the internet, it's brought a different kind of connection. Websites dedicated to the stronger-gifted people, that kind of thing. Natalie only spoke of her times in the In-Between later in her life. As you'll have seen on the website, she travelled there extensively during the thirties. As for the reason, she says it’s because her power attracted the wrong kind of energy.”

I nodded as I tried to keep up with Molly. She spoke as if she were giving a lecture to a group of students. I guess in a way she was, but she seemed more at ease discussing things she knew compared to how she'd been with her introduction. 

“Natalie was correct that an imbalance of energy can cause crossing over, but I don't think that was the real reason. Back in the 1930s, empaths were going through a period where we were shunned. She wouldn't have been welcomed by non-empaths, and as someone who had the extensive powers she did, she could be felt by them. Nothing concrete, just a mild change in aura, and the air she gave off. It made people uncomfortable, so drawing attention to herself by flaunting her abilities would only have caused her trouble.”

“Okay, but what do you think caused her to cross?” I asked, not really wanting Molly to get bogged down in the history of it all. Sure, it was interesting, but I kinda cared more about the here and now. 

Molly looked at me. “I think she chose to,” she said. Her eyes lit up as she launched into a long and complicated theory that involved Natalie making the choice to bottle all the energy and then use it to cross over because she knew having that power would put her above the others in her circle and even her collective.

I held up a hand and tried to get Mary to slow down and give me a moment to ask questions. It took a few tries before she finally stopped. “If she chose to, that's irrelevant to me. I'm not choosing to cross. I need to know how to stop crossing, because the Protector or whatever you want to call her, she's calling me.”

That seemed to stump Molly, and I was beginning to wonder if this was Lucas all over again. She'd said when we connected that she was more experienced with this kind of thing, and history-wise, she seemed to be. But if she couldn't help me with the Protector, then what good was she going to be?

“Lucas explained to me what happened with the doll and the connection with your mother,” she finally said. “Holding a connection for that long is, to begin with, very difficult, but also detrimental to you, as you'll have worked out. It's possible for there to be an overflow of energy that needs to go somewhere. It can't be released into this world without causing catastrophic results...”

“Wait, like what?” I asked, finally realising we were on the right path.

“Had you not absorbed the energy, then it would have flowed back into the trigger. You could have flooded your mother with so much pain, she would’ve had a similar reaction to the one you did, or worse,” Molly said, her voice solemn.

“I could have killed her?!” I squeaked. “Why the hell didn't someone tell me that?!”

“Only if the connection had broken without proper dispersal of the energy,” she said. “I assumed Lucas had talked you through it?”

“No, he did not 'talk me through it'!” I snapped. “He said he didn't know what to do, and decided that breaking the doll was the best way forward. Is that not true?”

Molly leaned back in her chair. “I think given the circumstances and the time the connection had held for, it was the best choice. However, I’ll be working with you to try and avoid long-lasting spells like that one. I understand your body reacted, and has done since? When we came to your house last night, your father said you were in the throes of a seizure?”

“I guess,” I said, shrugging. I wasn't liking how it sounded like Lucas hadn't known the first thing about what he was doing. Why hadn't he said that? I mean, he'd pushed to involve Molly before, but that had always been an optional thing, not a I-may-kill-you-or-your-loved-ones thing.

“So I think the first thing we need to do is work out what areas you need help with,” she said.

“All of them. I don't want to try and make connections with triggers if there's that kind of risk associated with it,” I said. “But can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” she said with a nod.

“What does 'binding' mean in regard to empaths?” I asked, chewing my lip a little. 

I didn't want to advocate for that until I knew what it involved. The Protector had said it was a surefire way to get her off my back, so maybe it was an option we needed to consider. When you added the possibility I was going to bring doom and destruction to the planet, maybe taking away my empath abilities wasn't the worst idea?

“You read that in Mary's diary?” she asked.

“Yeah, she said it was something she feared.” I didn't add about the Protector, I didn't want to share that just yet. 

“Quite simply, binding is a way to save an empath who no longer has control over their abilities. It binds them to another, usually someone in the council, and they are unable to form connections with triggers, or access their powers without that person's help. It's not really used any more, especially when you add in that whoever that council member is, they're able to draw on the bound-empaths powers themselves. While in extreme cases it might be used, someone with your traits would not be a viable option. There's just too much risk of someone misusing your ability.”

Great, so that was a no-go. Unless they found someone who was completely trustworthy and wasn't about to go on some power spree. I'd have said before it didn't seem likely, but now I knew the scope of what I could do, and what someone else might do with that. 

Was there really any other option? There had to be some way for me to get the Protector off my back, right? I'd hold out hope anyway. I didn't really have any other choice.
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The rest of the 'lesson' with Molly wasn't worth recording. She went over a few ground rules, she talked about meeting up in person, and she also asked that I continue to record and report any ghost pain, and any instances where I crossed over. She explained while I was out of school, she’d check in with me daily. She wrapped up the conversation by giving me her contact details in case of an empath emergency, and letting me know she'd email me the information about the study, for which I seemed to be the only participant. 

I'd not asked many questions about the study itself. I assumed it was all a ruse to get my parents on board. I also wanted to fill all my friends in on everything said. The last thing I needed was for them to feel like they were out of the loop. I filled them in on what Molly had said, Lucas' apparent shortcomings, and all of that. They all responded with disbelief and annoyance that I'd ended up with a shitty tutor who didn't know when to say he needed help.

By the time all of that finished, I was drained and spent. I just wanted to curl up and catch up on some of the sleep I'd lost the past couple of days. It was around five, but I was pretty sure I'd sleep through. I told everyone I'd catch them later and then, leaving my bed table where it was, crashed out.

I wasn't aware of a problem until my dream took a turn, and suddenly I was spinning around so fast I almost felt like I would throw up. There was a part of me trying to wake up, even though I knew that was futile. I was in the In-Between, and the Protector would keep me there for as long as she wanted. I had no control, nothing I could do to pull myself out. 

“Ah, empath,” she said, in a sing-song voice. “We meet again.”

She was to the left of my wheelchair, body in varying stages of decay, and that horrible rotting flesh smell filled my nostrils. Yet she didn't come closer. She didn't lean in like she had before. I looked into her melting eyes, took in the yellow shade of her teeth as her plump lips stayed in a stasis between there and slipping off her face.

“I can't stop it,” I said, forcing the words out. “I spoke to someone about being bound, they said it would be too dangerous.”

She gave me a smirk. “Of course, because you are the most powerful empath to live, correct?” she asked, her tone dripping with condescension and sarcasm. “There have been strong, there are stronger. You're not special, empath.”

“You say that, but you also told Natalie Lynn someone was coming,” I said, trying to go for defiant. I was actually a little scared. If I wasn't right, and I didn't mind not being the freaking chosen one, but if I wasn't right, then we were back to square one, weren't we?

She gave a humourless chuckle. “So your collective have been working on our history. That's a good start, empath. You have no idea where you come from, who you are, what all of this...” She gestured to the spinning background. “...means. You also have no idea what your true powers are capable of. I knew your aunt, you didn't know that, did you?”

I shook my head, though that was the first proper confirmation anyone had given me that Mary really was my great-something aunt. “I assumed you'd ferried her across, that much I knew, but she wasn't listed on any of the sites that spoke of people who had crossed over. But I'm guessing that was because she was pretty private.”

The Protector moved so that she was stood in front of me, leaning over in a threatening manner. Up until that point, I'd assumed I might be able to converse with her, actually find out what she wanted from me. But when she looked into my eyes, hers flashed to red. The whites were melting from her sockets, but the red was there, tracking my every facial expression.

“You, empath,” she spat the word as if it were dirty. “Have no idea of what you're doing. What you're up against. I am an impartial observer, I protect the In-Between, and you have thrown that away. You want to talk of prophecies? You know nothing!” She pushed on my arms, sending my chair flying backwards into something hard. The back of my chair slammed into me, and I couldn’t help but wince. I’d never had marks before from the In-Between, even when the Protector had pinned me down, but this time I'd probably have an actual bruise when I woke up.

“Then teach me!” I spat. I was tired of fighting against everything in my way. Molly didn't know, Lucas was clueless and this... being wanted me gone, but no one would tell me how to make that happen!

She crossed the distance between us in microseconds. She leaned over to sneer at me. “I am not a teacher, empath!” she snarled. “I'm not here to make your life easier! You broke the laws of our people and you came here. You want help, go to your collective, go to your teacher, go to the council, but when you are in my world, you will obey my rules. Am I clear?” 

The fire was back in her eyes, and all I could do was mutely nod. I knew so little about this woman, about her path, about why she was here in the first place. Why did empaths need guidance between our world and the next? I wanted to ask, but she'd made it clear the time for questions was over.

“I didn't mean... I-I don't have a collective,” I said, stammering over my words a little.

She snorted in disgust. “You tell lies like that, and you wonder why you end up in my realm,” she said, shaking her head. It was only as I studied her that I realised she was becoming less of a melting mess and more of a solid form. What did that mean? Was I seeing her because I was close to crossing over?

“I don't know what to tell you, but I don't have a collective,” I said, my voice firmer.

She leaned down, face in front of mine, her eyes a mix of yellow and fiery red. “Then I suggest, empath, you get one. Otherwise you'll never come out of this alive.” She pushed my chair back, and I felt like I was falling. My arms waved around to try and grab my rims, but I landed with a bump, knocking me from sleep.

I realised quickly it was now the middle of the night, the fairy lights above my head providing the only illumination and that same gentle ticking of my cat clock made it clear I was back in my own world. My tablet table had been moved off me at some point. I had to assume I'd not been seizing, because Mum would've had me whisked off to hospital if that were the case.

I gave myself a mental shake as I leaned on the bed lever to pull myself up into a sitting position. My glasses were on the bedside table. I put those on and grabbed my phone. A small post-it was stuck just inside the case. My vision wasn't blurry, so I took that to mean no seizure, it'd always happened like that before.

I came over like we talked about, but you were out for the count. Give me a buzz if you wake up before too late. Gray.

I checked the time, just after one. It was probably too late to ping him, but I knew him well enough to know he'd have DND on if he was sleeping. I rubbed my eye and pulled up Telegram.

Sorry, I completely forgot you were coming over. I was just so wiped w/ Molly & all of that. You still up?? I just had a F.W dream and things are getting weird. J x.

No worries if you're not. I'll catch you tomorrow. J x.

I had to write down as much as I could remember for whenever I spoke to Molly next. She'd said she'd check in daily, and she was expecting me to keep track of this stuff. I pulled up my private app and slowly typed out everything I could remember. What bugged me most was the Protector had said I would need a collective to survive this. But where was I supposed to find one? They didn't just pop into your lap because you asked nicely.

I knew next to no one in the empath world. Mia had been a friend, an ally, but she was gone. Our short friendship had taught me so much about the empath world, and now I seemed to have no one else to turn to. She’d been the first empath to reach out to me, the first one to really help and see that I was floundering in this new world. 

Learning about her death only after her brother, Marcus, became a trigger for me, had been painful and hard. It didn’t help that he no longer spoke to me. The loss of his family, finding out I was also an empath, and that his grief triggered massive amounts of pain for me, had been too much for him to bear. He’d made me promise to never contact him, but at times like this, it was hard to keep that promise.

There was no one else I'd trust to the point of having them guard my deepest secret. I knew from Mary's diary that the collective was the most important asset an empath with strong powers could have, but where did I even start with that?

I was still making notes when my phone buzzed in my hand. Gray was up and about still. 

Hey, I was just headed to bed, but we could talk if that would help? G x.

What happened w/ the Protector?? G x.

I pretty much copy/pasted the entry from the app into Telegram, waiting for Gray's response as I typed out another of my own.

She was big on a collective, but where do I go to get one? I mean you guys know more about that than me! I'm just freaking out b/c I don't know if I could trust some random people w/ what I can actually do. J x.

Whoa, give me a chance to read. G x.

I could picture him huddled over his phone, lights probably out because his mum was big on no screen time after ten at night. Gray had been the one I could go to with pretty much anything, but even this felt like something he wouldn’t be able to fix.

Sorry. J x.

Okay, I think I'm following. She wants you to avoid the In-Between but she won't give you details how to do that. I'm guessing you made a note of this? G x.

Yeah for Molly tomorrow... well later today actually. J x.

I'm more just freaking out about the collective aspect. I knew it was something I'd need eventually, but I kinda hoped I'd have more time. J x.

I get it. From the research I did when we bought your presents & such, you don't have to have all empaths in your collective. G x.

You can have random people who are a support to you. G x.

Wow, I didn't know that! Is that why you all had your names put on my band?? J x.

Yeah, I thought I told you that? G x.

He most certainly hadn’t told me that, but then again, there’d been a lot going on. Marcus had tried to take his own life, and it was only us interceding that meant he wasn’t successful. 

Tbh there was a lot of stress around Christmas so it's possible you did and I just blanked on it. Not your fault. J x.

Do you think I could find out how to form it? Make it official? J x.

With all of us?? G x.

Yeah, if you'd all be okay w/ that then I can't think of a foursome better suited to having my back. :) J x.

Hell yeah! I don't know how to make it official, but find out & I'm on board! I know the others would be too! G x.

I will spend the night doing that then. I don't think I can go back to sleep. J x.

You want company? G x.

You need to rest Gray, I'm gonna wanna meet up w/ you all as soon as I know how to make it happen. Thanks, but go sleep. I might read some of Mary's diary and see if that holds any answers. J x.

Well, ping if you need me, I'll leave it off DND just in case :) G x.

Thanks, Gray, you're awesome. J x.

I know! :p G x.

Go sleep! LOL J x.

Gray had a point, I could have a ready-made collective all here for me. I just needed to find out how to make it official. I wasn't sure if there was a ceremony or some kind of stuff needing to be said. I didn't know if I needed things to solidify the connection I felt with them all. It felt very new age woo to me, but then I was quickly becoming the poster child for that.

I leaned back on my pillows, kinda wishing I still had my tablet. It would make searching a whole lot easier, but there was no way for me to get it, and waking my parents was not an option. I could just see the look on Mum's face if I asked her for it so I could search how to make my friends my supporters. She'd hear the word collective and assume coven. It would go from being science based to being a weird new way for me to rebel against my loving parents.

I still wasn't sure how Molly had sold it to Mum. I might have to actually bring the subject up, but one a.m was not the time for that, so I opened up a browser and headed for the forum. If they didn't have a step-by-step guide, then I'd do some searching until I found somewhere that did.

It was going to be a long night.
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I found a lot of guides advising on the best way to start and cement a collective, but a lot of it sounded like adding personal touches, and some of them had contradicting steps. One spoke of all of the group joining hands to form a bond. Another said that at no point should each member touch the other, as this could form an unhealthy bond and spread energy that could damage the effectiveness of the group. I wanted to do things right, but nowhere seemed to know the best way to achieve that goal. Some sites even gave tips on making up your own guide to a collective. It was actually rather frustrating.

It got to three a.m, and I actually felt pretty energised, even with the lack of sleep. I didn't know if that was because I'd now passed the point of tired and had slipped into that strange state of being overtired. I didn't think I could, and nor did I want to try, sleep. 

I thought about digging into Mary's diary. After all, she'd had a collective from a very early age, so surely she had to know the procedure. I knew from what I'd read though that she'd already gone through that process. However, Molly had mentioned to keep reading it, so maybe that could be how I spent the next few hours. I was sure I'd finally fall asleep before Mum was up, but for now I was happy to spend the night doing something productive. 

I let out a long breath of frustration as I closed the app with the notes and pulled up Mary's diary. I yawned, stretching out my arms before snuggling down on the pillows and starting to read. 

For those new to me, Mary Oliver was a powerful empath, possibly related to me. She and her collective had managed to not only eliminate pain in triggers for a short period, but had, at least once, been able to remove the pain altogether with seemingly no side effects. Lucas had put me onto her diary, and while the first third had spoken of a stuck-up snob, there had been a good chunk when she first developed her powers and the extent to which she could use them. I'd left off when she was close to being caught by the council, and then, for some reason, the diary reverted back to the boring snob. I was hoping there was more to come after that.

August 1st 1903

It has been a long time since I've been honest with myself, with my collective, and with this diary. I was summoned to a meeting with the council that I spoke about back in May of 1902. Aunt May made it clear she would not support me, and I was putting our whole community at risk. I dare not risk Juliet and the others, without them, I would be lost. The long and short of it is, I was ordered to cease active training. I'm twenty-one now. It has been over a year since I wrote, and I can't help but feel that leaving things as they were, obeying the council, will only lead to my own destruction.

Now to update you, dear diary, I have, as the council ordered, ceased all training. I have not seen my collective for over twelve months. I was too scared of what it would do to them. I couldn't put them in danger after everything we had been through. I realised our connection had disappeared about two weeks ago. I mourned the loss of their closeness, but I saw no other way forward. I had no choice but to carry on as normal. 

So why, pray tell, have I started to write honestly again? Because I know there is a reason for all of this. I have never believed in a 'God', knowing what I do about my own powers and abilities, and knowing and feeling the pain other people carry, I can't believe that a loving being created us all to suffer. Some empaths believe, and I bear them no ill will, but it made no sense to me. I also know there are many like me in our small community, blessed with the gifts we have, who feel the same as I do.

But before I get off-topic, let me be clear: I do not intend to risk anyone else. The council were clear that any involvement with my old collective would put them under risk of banishment or binding. Given the degree of powers we possess, that cannot happen! I don't want to think of one person being able to wield such ability as their own. 

That's all I can write for today, I am trying to hide this diary from prying eyes and Aunt May has been sniffing around since she realised I may go against the council's wishes. I still see Tom from time to time, he is growing into a man, able to work without the pain from before. It's seeing him that reminds me I do good things, I just have to be careful. I will write again soon.

I was enthralled with what I was reading. The sudden change from the details of empath life to the boring social life of an upper class woman in 1902 suddenly made sense. I'd known the council wanted to see her, had ordered her appearance, and to be honest, for a while I'd wondered if she had been bound and that was why the entries changed, except Molly or Lucas would've mentioned that.

Talking of Lucas, I was starting to get a little angry with the way he handled things. I'd not really processed everything since talking with Molly. It was true a lot of stuff happened over a very short space of time. Two months ago, I'd never had a lesson with Lucas. In the time that followed, I'd discovered I had the glow, the power to end pain for someone, and had almost killed myself and my mother in the process. That was a lot to go through, no matter who you were.

I felt like he'd done more than lead me astray, he'd outright lied. I mean, he'd never been clear if he'd completely read Mary's diary, but he also didn't steer me away from that assumption. I'd trusted him to help me, to guide me, and it felt like at every turn, he was scrambling around to try and work out what to do or say to keep me at bay. The number of times he'd pushed for a guess rather than actual knowledge astounded me. It surprised me when I thought back to the confident man I'd met that first lesson, and realised it was all a front. I don't know how long it would've gone on before he told me the truth, or if he'd just have carried on for as long as my parents would pay him to help me study.

The bit that hurt the most, though? He'd put me in danger, and his only warning was it 'might' have an effect. From what Molly said, he had to have known that energy only had two places to go. Back into me, or back into my mother, something which could have had catastrophic effects, something, you could say, did. And then he'd put me in the shittiest position ever and forced me to tell my parents. 

He'd known from day one I didn't want them to know. He'd sworn to me that if, if, they had to be told, that he’d be there to back me up. He'd fight my corner, and that was complete crap! He'd not only put me in a horrible position, he'd not given me a choice in the matter. He'd made it clear he would just turn up, and I'd be expected to give the explanation for why. I got it was a dangerous time. I got he'd not exactly had a lot of options either, and he'd taken the brunt of my parents' anger, but there was also him leaving me with no response while in hospital. What was that about?

I shook my head, letting my breath out and seething a little. There was a part of me wanting to disobey Mum's directive and slam out a venting email to Lucas. The only thing holding me back was that he’d respond, and I didn't want to talk to him. The last thing I needed was Mum catching sight of an email from him and not waiting to read the contents before she cut Molly off from me. Right now, Molly was my only hope to get some relief.

So I ignored the urge and turned back to Mary's diary. Maybe I'd find some sense in the following entries.

August 4th 1903

Juliet sent for me today. It has been over a year since we spoke in person and even our letters were short and to the point. I didn't want to risk her being associated with me after my exile of sorts. She asked for a meeting face-to-face and I was wary of doing so. However she was clear it was imperative we meet, so I went to a mutual friend's house to have a discussion in private.

Juliet was so pleased to see me, she has kept in contact with Ellie and Sam. All three of them still form a collective though my connection has dwindled and dissipated with time. After we caught each other up on life, Juliet proceeded to lay out the reason for our visit.

The council have been watching them closely for any remaining powers, abilities, or contact with me. They have had to be very careful to not draw attention to their own strengths. It wasn't just me who was able to remove pain. It was all of us together, but even without me at the helm, they still manage to give relief to people in small doses. Sam works as a doctor and when he picks up on an active trigger, he and Ellie will try to work out if it's possible to act without drawing attention. Even if all they do is alleviate the pain so the trigger may pass into the next world easily.

I approved of their work and I told Juliet that, but she came to me for a reason. She wants to reinstate me in secret. They have found a group of five triggers, all of whom suffer endless pain. The catch is they are all children living in the poor house. We know what will happen to them should they be unable to work. Juliet and her husband are looking to adopt, but they can only save one, maybe two. They want me so they can lift the pain of all five at once.

I told her the same as I will tell you, diary, that level of power will draw attention, the wrong kind of attention. Even if the children are seen as nothing because of their status, the aura given off would alert the council. I told Juliet we couldn't risk that. 

And then she had another idea, one I think could work. The only issue is that to rejoin the collective, we would have to inform the council. They would banish all four of us for even raising it. They know I alone cannot pull that kind of energy, and they know my three cannot do the same without me. However, if we were to do an illegal and immoral rejoining, the council would only know after the fact. My plan was to do both the joining ceremony and deal with the children on the same day. In the same meeting. There could be no chance of them joining the dots until after we'd done our crime as it were.

Whatever happens to us after that is something we all must be aware of and be fine with. We would have one shot at this, and everything else would fall into place the way it did. I left Juliet with the promise to be in touch when I was sure I had the strength to pull it off.

While the council have only watched me through Aunt May, I fear of another threat, the Men of Letters have been waiting for me to slip up. They will sense the aura the same as the council, but I must do this.

I do not know what will happen to me, diary. I don't want to believe my final act as an empath will be coming soon, but as for the act itself, what better way to end it all than relieving children of their long term pain? I know of no better sacrifice, and now I must leave you to ready myself for the end.

I found myself drawn into her words. I felt a connection to Mary I hadn't before. Had I been alive in 1903, I'd have probably been one of those left to rot. Oh sure, my parents wouldn't have abandoned me, but there wasn't really much they could’ve done. There was no NHS, and from learning history, I knew about the Poor Law, and that medication wasn't exactly something easily found. When you added that to the place medicine was at in 1903, they didn't have a name for my conditions, if they even believed they existed.

I checked the time, it was just before five-thirty. I had spent ninety minutes lost in thought and reading the diary. I closed my phone and put it down on the bedside table. I took off my glasses and did the same with them.

I wasn't sure if I'd sleep, or if I'd end up back in the In-Between, but I knew I couldn't risk Mum finding me awake and reading on my phone. That was the surefire way to get my phone taken away. I did not want that. I closed my eyes and let sleep claim me.
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I woke up Monday around ten and actually didn't feel all that bad. I knew the only way I'd leave bed would be to take care of bathroom issues, but I could do a lot from my room. I went through the morning pills, patch, and the like before Mum helped me get set up with my bed table. I was going to spend more time researching how to go about forming a collective with my friends, and then, at the earliest chance, actually go through with doing it. 

My dreams had been free of the In-Between. They'd also been surreal and nonsensical. I'd hoped on some level that Mary might pay me another visit, but it didn't happen. I should probably be more thankful I got some sleep in the first place.
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