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Chapter 1




The early sun cast a gentle glow over the suburban street. On this peaceful Friday morning, the chorus of chirping birds was punctuated only by the distant hum of a lawnmower. In one of the orderly homes, Jack Robinson lingered in bed, brown hair a mess from a night's rest. He opened his hazel eyes slowly, adjusting to the morning light slipping through the blinds. As a high school senior, Jack found solace in the regularity of his days. However, beneath that satisfaction, a deeper desire stirred—longing for adventure, profound connection, a deviation from the ordinary. 

"Morning, Mom," Jack murmured, descending the stairs and rubbing the remnants of sleep from his eyes.

From the kitchen, his mother responded, "Good morning, Jack. Don't forget about your calculus test today." Her voice tinged with concern.

"I hadn't," he replied, rolling his eyes, but glancing her direction as the weight of her concern penetrated his sleep addled brain.  His mom, Maggie Robinson, was a compact yet feminine woman with startling blue eyes and auburn hair.  She had laugh lines deeply etched into the corners of her eyes, a testament to her cheerful nature, that masked to everyone but Jack the loneliness he knew she felt.  She had been alone for over a decade, since her husband and Jack's father walked out without an explanation or a backwards glance.  

Jack settled with a bowl of cereal and glanced over the newspaper headlines spread out by his mother, trying to push the specter of his father back out of his mind, and said, "Thanks mom, I'm ready for the test."


      [image: image-placeholder]After the school bell, Jack retreated to his bedroom, a space of solace and imagination. His shelves teemed with gateways to other realms: the magical expanses of Middle-earth, the spellbinding hallways of Hogwarts, and Orwell's unsettling visions of tomorrow, among others.

His fingers skimmed the familiar spines, eventually selecting Larry Niven's "Ringworld." Sinking into his comfortable armchair, he dove deep into the narrative. The hum of his surroundings dimmed as he became ensnared by tales of human nature and unchecked technological advancements.

"Jack, dinner's ready," his mom's voice jolted him back.

"In a minute," he answered, marking his page with a twinge of regret.

The evening meal unfolded quietly, marked by occasional inquiries about his day.  Jack's responses were automatic, his mind drifting to the fantastical escapades concealed in his literary collection.

As he nestled into bed that night, Jack pondered his position in the grand tapestry of existence. Though his cautious side clung to the known, a deeper, insatiable part of him craved more. He was unaware, but fate was aligning to provide the excitement he secretly desired.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, the noise of moving trucks and unfamiliar voices woke Jack up. Peeking through his blinds, he saw a family moving into the house next door. Their lively chatter was a new sound for the usually quiet street.

Although it was a change to his usual weekend, Jack felt a hint of excitement. Was this the shake-up he had been hoping for? Among the newcomers was a girl about his age, her bright red hair catching the sunlight.

"Who is she?" Jack wondered aloud.

"That's Aliana," his mom said, entering the room with his breakfast. "I met her mom earlier. She's nice. Maybe you could be friends with her and her brother, Cal?"

Jack just nodded, his eyes still fixed on Aliana.

Throughout the day, he kept going back to the window, as if drawn to her presence. There was something different about Aliana, something that didn't quite fit with the everyday suburb life. Listening in on a conversation between her and Cal, Jack got a glimpse into her way of thinking.

"It's amazing," Aliana said, "how we can imagine whole worlds in our heads. Each dream and thought creates its own story."

"You've always seen things a bit differently," Cal replied with a playful tone.

She smiled, "Maybe. But it reminds me that anything is possible if we have the courage to go for it."

Jack was intrigued and wanted to know more about this interesting new neighbor.


      [image: image-placeholder]In the warm glow of the afternoon, as Jack was hauling out the trash at his mom's request, Aliana approached him from across their lawns. 

"Hey there! I'm Aliana, the 'new face' next door. You're Jack, right? Your mom mentioned you when we chatted earlier."

"Hi, Aliana. It's good to meet you. Welcome to the neighborhood," Jack said, feeling a bit out of place with a trash bag in hand. Just when he was searching for more words, her brother's voice rang out from their garage, "Ali, need a hand with this box!"

She shot a quick look towards the noise, then turned back to Jack, "I better go help him, but let's talk more soon, okay?"

"Definitely," Jack said, mentally kicking himself for sounding too eager. But all Aliana did was flash a smile, whirl around, and dash off. As she moved past, her hair grazed Jack's face, giving him an odd, tingling sensation, like a tiny electric jolt.


      [image: image-placeholder]As the sky darkened and a soft orange glow settled on the homes, Jack plucked up the courage to walk over to Aliana's front door. The muffled beats of music grew with each step he took. He hesitated for a split second, gathering himself, before raising his hand to knock.

But just before his knuckles touched the door, it swung open. "Hey, Jack!" Aliana greeted, her eyes dancing with amusement. "What's up?"

"Hi," Jack began, slightly thrown off by her impeccable timing. "The music... it's a bit loud. Could you turn it down? I was trying to read."

"Oh, sorry about that!" she said with an apologetic smile. She called over her shoulder, "Cal, can you lower the music?"

Peering past her, Jack could see Cal and their mom in the living room, sharing a laugh, moving to the music. There was an inviting warmth to the scene, and Jack felt a touch envious, yearning for the simple joys they shared.

"How's that?" Aliana asked, drawing his attention back.

"Much better. Thanks," Jack replied, sending a small smile her way. "Didn’t mean to disrupt."

"You didn't. We're just having some family fun. You should come in," she offered, her tone genuine.

After a heartbeat of hesitation, Jack nodded and stepped inside, ready to experience the coziness of Aliana's home.


      [image: image-placeholder]As the hours flew by, Jack found himself engrossed in deep conversations with Aliana, a stark contrast to the usual small talk he engaged in with school friends. They wandered through topics of beloved books, the enchanting worlds they'd journeyed through in pages, and their dreams for the future.

"Do you ever wish," Aliana pondered, "that you could just jump into one of those amazing stories? To leave behind the ordinary and go on some grand adventure?"

"All the time," Jack admitted, a hint of wistfulness in his voice. "I've always felt there's more out there... more than just this."

"Same here," she replied softly, locking eyes with him. In that moment, a silent connection formed, a mutual desire for something beyond the everyday.

As the evening began to wind down, Jack felt a pang of disappointment. There was a magnetic pull towards Aliana and the way she viewed the world.

"I really appreciated the invite," he commented, getting ready to leave. "Tonight was... different, in a good way."

"I'm glad you came," Aliana said, her smile lighting up her face. "I have a feeling we're going to get along just fine, Jack Robinson."

"I think you're right," he agreed, his heart lighter than before. As he walked back to his house beneath the starlit sky, he couldn't shake the feeling that his life was about to change forever.








  
  
Chapter 2




The following week flew by for Jack. 

On Wednesday morning, as Jack was getting his things together and heading towards his trusty Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera, Aliana's voice stopped him. "Jack! Need a favor."

He turned to find Aliana racing down her front steps, jeans and a green flannel billowing with her movement, red backpack swinging. "Can you drive Cal and me to school today? Mom had to leave early, and we're still figuring out the bus times. We are both trying to get our licenses, but haven't had time with the move.  I don't to start our first day at the school by showing up late."

Jack was quick to offer a smile. "Of course! Hop in. And don’t sweat the bus – I can drive you guys back later too. I trust my old car way more than those school buses. In fact, how about I drive you both this whole week?"

The drive was pleasant. Aliana chatted happily from the front seat, while Cal, from the back, was quieter but friendly when spoken to.

By the time the school bell rang for lunch, Jack had realized he shared several classes with both Aliana and Cal. The twins were impossible to miss in a smaller school like theirs. Jack noticed Cal getting second glances, while Aliana's lively presence drew the attention of many, especially the boys.

During English, the captain of the football team, a typical high school big shot, tried striking up a conversation with Aliana. Jack watched, intrigued. Aliana, so talkative with him, answered the captain in clipped tones, avoiding his eyes. After the captain's retreat, her demeanor shifted back to its cheerful self. This pattern repeated throughout the day; guys trying to engage Aliana only to be met with polite disinterest, while with Jack and Cal, her genuine warmth shone through.


      [image: image-placeholder]The school day ended, and Jack patiently waited by his car, hoping to spot Aliana and Cal among the dispersing students. As the crowd dwindled, he wondered if they'd taken the bus or hitched a ride with their mom. But before his worry could take root, Cal appeared.

"Sorry for the wait," Cal said, drawing nearer. "The school counselor wanted to chat. Aliana's on her way. I hope we didn't keep you."

Jack waved off his concern. "No worries. I've got time. Everything okay?"

Cal paused, searching for words. "Just a hiccup with our transcripts. Nothing major." But before Jack could probe further, Aliana bounded over, her apologetic smile matching her brother’s.

They all settled into the car, and Jack teased, "So, first day thoughts? Were we too dull?"

Aliana laughed, "Far from it! It's a change, but in a good way."

"And you," she continued, a hint of mischief in her eyes, "aren't you tired of seeing our faces everywhere?"

Jack smirked, "It beats the usual monotony. And it’s a nice change from always being the only quiet bookworm in class."

Aliana's face grew thoughtful. "You know, you're one of the nicest people we've met. Why do you hang back so much?"

"Ah, the age-old story," Jack replied, "I’m not into sports, especially not football. So, I guess that makes me an odd one out."

"That's high school for you," Aliana chuckled. "Celebrating the mundane and overlooking the truly remarkable."

Their shared amusement echoed through the car, lightening the mood as they drove home.

After pulling into their driveway, Aliana turned to Jack, "About those rides... Still offering?"

"Always," Jack confirmed with a smile.

He couldn't help but grin even after they had parted ways. As he walked into his house, his mother, ever the detective, quipped, "Haven't seen you this happy in a while. Giving rides to our new neighbors?"

Jack chuckled, "Yes, mom. They're pretty amazing."

Tossing his backpack onto his bed, Jack was grateful for a homework-free evening. He grabbed his favorite, dog-eared novel and a cold drink, making his way to the garden swing.

However, the quiet allure of his book was upstaged by a faint anticipation. He found himself subconsciously listening out for any sound from next door - maybe Aliana's melodic laughter or a snippet of Cal's conversation. It wasn’t long before the gentle squeak of a door heralded Aliana's appearance. Trying to appear nonchalant, Jack sneaked glances as she settled under an old oak, book in hand.

His heart raced slightly when he recognized the book's familiar cover: Michael Crichton's "CONGO." It was a twin to the one he held. The surprising coincidence made him gasp audibly, attracting Aliana's attention.

She teased with a chuckle, "Peeking, are we?"

Flustered, Jack managed, "Oh, um, just... thought I saw a bug on my page."

Aliana’s eyes sparkled with playful mischief. "That must’ve been quite the bug. Whatcha reading?"

He showed her his book, and a warm smile of recognition spread across her face. "How about we join forces and read beneath the oak? But remember, no skipping ahead!" she jested.

What followed was a comfortable silence, the pair lost in their shared world. Jack's mother eventually appeared, offering a soft smile that hinted she'd been observing them. "Dinner's almost ready, Jack. Aliana, would your family care to join us?"

With a hopeful look, Aliana said, "Let me check with my mom."

She returned moments later, her face lighting up. "Mom says we'd love to! We'll be over shortly."

Walking inside, Jack couldn’t miss the smug expression on his mother's face, and her suppressed giggle confirmed she'd been enjoying the scene.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Robinsons' dinners were usually relaxed, taken in the cozy confines of their kitchen's breakfast nook. Yet this evening had a hint of formality.

As Jack approached the door at the sound of the doorbell, he was momentarily surprised to see light pouring from the formal dining room. Intrigued, he glanced inside and noticed the meticulously arranged bone china — a set they reserved for special events.

When he opened the door, Aliana stood before him, looking lovely in a white sundress adorned with green ivy motifs. Beside her, Cal appeared sharp in his slacks and a crisp blue polo. A step behind them was an elegant woman with raven-black hair casting a soft purple sheen. Her facial features mirrored her daughter's, deviating only in the worry lines that creased her forehead.  Her captivating blue eyes, echoing Cal's, met Jack's inquisitively.

Realizing Jack's brief pause, Aliana quickly introduced, "Jack, this is our mother, Elara. You remember her from our first meeting?"

Jack replied, a tad sheepishly, "Of course. My apologies for the momentary lapse. Please come in. And prepare yourself; my mom's cooking is second to none, at least in my book."

Elara chuckled, "Such praise from her own son?" she said with a sideways glance at her son, "That surely means we're in for a treat."

Emerging from the kitchen, Maggie greeted, "Elara, it's lovely to have you here. I've been looking forward to seeing you again since our little chat the other day."

Elara nodded in agreement, "And I've been looking forward to talking with you again as well."

As the evening progressed, Jack felt increasingly that there was an intriguing depth to the Merricks, a feeling bolstered by Elara's occasional, thoughtful glances in his direction.

Amid the din of conversation, Jack was momentarily distracted by the overhead lights which flickered when Cal displayed bursts of enthusiasm. "Old bulbs," Jack mentally noted, planning to replace them.

However, as dinner wound down, the predominant thought in Jack's mind remained. The Merricks were no ordinary family, and he was intent on discovering their story.


      [image: image-placeholder]As the evening drew to a close, the Merricks made their preparations to leave. Maggie shared heartfelt embraces with Elara and Aliana and a firm handshake with Cal. "It's always wonderful to have you all. Do visit again," she said warmly.

As the family began their exit, Jack spotted Aliana hesitating, her gaze towards the backyard. Spotting a moment, he asked, "The night seems too perfect to end so soon. Would you fancy some time on the porch?"

She met his suggestion with a smile, and soon they found themselves ensconced on the porch, the night sky playing host to countless glimmering stars.

A few moments passed in peaceful silence before Jack's curiosity got the better of him. "Aliana, was it just me, or did some things tonight seem... peculiar?"

Raising an eyebrow, she questioned, "How do you mean?"

He hesitated slightly, "Well, the lights kept flickering, especially around Cal. And your mom, her gaze, it's like she's always looking, always observing. It feels more intense than just simple curiosity."

Her expression shifted from curiosity to guardedness. "So now you're playing detective? Some lights flickered, Jack. It doesn't mean anything."

Jack tried to explain, "I didn't mean to—"

But Aliana cut him off. "Not everything needs analyzing. I thought we were just enjoying the evening." She stood up abruptly, frustration evident in her posture. "Sometimes, a light is just a light, and a look is just a look."

As she left, Jack was left alone with his thoughts. The weight of the misunderstood conversation bore down on him. His desire to connect the dots, to understand, had put a strain on their budding relationship. The vast night sky seemed to reflect his state of mind – a canvas of wonder, yet full of unknowns.


      [image: image-placeholder]Nightmares plagued Jack's sleep, each more vivid and disturbing than the last.  As morning broke, he wrested himself from their grip, awakening with a feeling of heaviness that clung to him.

Rays of morning sun, warm and golden, bathed his room, attempting to dispel the shadows.  With a lingering sense of responsibility for the rift the prior evening had created, Jack dressed and headed out, determined to make amends.

He soon stood before Aliana's house, his heart racing. After a deep breath to steady himself, he rapped lightly on her door. It opened to disclose Aliana, her appearance betraying a sleepless night. Before words could form, she drew him into an embrace, a silent testament to their shared longing for reconciliation.

Pulling back, she murmured, her voice quavering, "I overreacted last night, Jack. I'm sorry."

Gently wiping away a stray tear from her cheek, he replied, "I shouldn't have pried. But the things I've noticed, they're real, aren't they?"

A hesitation, then a soft sigh. "We're... different. My family and I, we possess certain... abilities that we've always kept hidden. It's both a gift and a curse."

The pieces began to fall into place for Jack. He had felt something extraordinary about Aliana's family, and this confirmation only deepened the mystery. Yet he recognized the weight of her admission and chose his next words carefully.

"Aliana, you don't have to reveal everything now. Just know that I'm here, ready to listen and understand whenever you're comfortable."

Their eyes met, mutual understanding passing between them. They'd braved a tempest and emerged intact, with the dawn heralding not just a new day, but a fresh start for their deepening bond.


      [image: image-placeholder]In the ensuing weeks, Jack and Aliana painted a vibrant canvas of memories, every moment deepening the intricate bond they shared. Their laughter became a familiar refrain, their conversations unveiled layers of authenticity, and an inexplicable connection pulsed between them. It seemed as though their souls had discovered a mutual frequency, a resonance that was almost tangible.

While Cal reveled in his newly acquired freedom with his driver's license, Aliana grappled with the sting of not clearing her driving test. However, every cloud indeed has its silver lining: Aliana's daily rides with Jack remained a constant, the tranquil tunes from his playlist framing their candid exchanges.

One sun-drenched afternoon, on a whim, Jack steered the car onto a seldom-trodden path. The road was ensconced by a dense thicket of trees, with the air rich with the scent of pine and the earthiness of the forest floor. As they journeyed, dapples of sunlight played on the road, creating a dance of light and shadow.

Out of the blue, an unexpected motion—a dog in panic dashed onto their path. As fear gripped Jack, he braked hard, time seemingly stretching as they faced a potential disaster.

In that heartbeat of time, Aliana uttered an unfamiliar word, her voice laced with desperation. Miraculously, the dog seemed to be tugged sideways, defying reason and narrowly escaping harm.

Recovering, Jack turned to Aliana, his voice etched with astonishment. "How did you do that? What just happened?"

With tears clouding her eyes, Aliana whispered, her voice laden with a mix of fear and revelation. "I never meant for you to see this, Jack. I told you that we have... abilities in our family that we've always had to hide."

Without another word, she dashed from the car, her form quickly swallowed by the dense forest. Fueled by concern and an insatiable curiosity about Aliana's sudden flight, Jack parked the car and ventured into the woods. The murmurs of the forest seemed to echo the mystery of the Merricks, leading him deeper into its embrace.













  
  
Chapter 3




The forest hummed around Jack, each rustle and whisper drawing him deeper trough the trees. The aura emanating from its core seemed to resonate with the connection he felt to Aliana—a connection that had grown from mutual understanding, and shared moments. 

In a sun-dappled meadow, the ancient oak stood tall, its shadow cradling Aliana's delicate form beneath. Seeing her vulnerable state, every fiber of Jack's being wanted to comfort her, to reassure her that he wouldn't abandon her, no matter the challenges that awaited.

Gently, he called out, "Aliana..."

Time seemed to pause as their eyes met, hers awash with tears and uncertainty. "Do you despise me for what I am capable of?" her voice trembled with fear of rejection.

Without hesitation, Jack took her face in his hands, wiping away her tears. "Never, Aliana," he promised. "Your abilities, they're incredible. My only wish is to understand and stand beside you, always."

Taking a deep breath, Aliana's voice wavered, "Before coming here, an incident with Cal made our secret known. It sparked fear and gossip, and we had to escape."

A mix of sympathy and frustration clouded Jack's expression. "People fear the unfamiliar," he murmured, voice laced with compassion. "But that's not how I see it. Your gift is both beautiful and daunting. I'm ready to learn, to understand."

With renewed determination in her gaze, Aliana nodded. "It's time to meet Cal and mom. They can tell you everything—the source of our abilities, the duty they bring, and why we guard our secret so closely."

A determined glint appeared in Jack's eyes. "Then we'll face it together. No more evasions or secrets." Holding her hand, he affirmed, "Whatever lies ahead, we tackle it united."

And as they left the forest behind, the trees seemed to nod in silent agreement. 

The journey back to the car felt surreal. Their steps seemed short compared to the emotional voyage they'd just taken. Jack and Aliana's walk was marked by the gentle sounds of nature, their mutual introspection making words unnecessary.

When Aliana's fingers found their way into Jack's, he felt a comforting shock. "Overwhelming, right?" she murmured, capturing the essence of all that had transpired.

"Yes," Jack admitted, tightening his grip on her hand, "But having you beside me makes it bearable."

Yet, amidst this growing connection, Jack was aware of the complexities it entailed. Aliana had just exposed her world of secrets, and now she needed a pillar of support.


      [image: image-placeholder]As they approached Jack's home, a chilling sight halted his thoughts. The Yellow Ford Torino, parked audaciously in Jack's driveway, was a bitter reminder of his father's abandonment.

Memories surged as Jack's grip on the wheel tightened. The joy, the quarrels, the heart-wrenching farewells—it all replayed, stinging fresh.

Aliana's voice, filled with concern, jolted him back. "Jack, what's the matter?"

Summoning the courage, he confessed, "That car belongs to my father—the one who left us without looking back."

Aliana's features softened, a reservoir of compassion in her eyes. Jack shared the torment he'd harbored, every moment colored by the loss. "He just vanished," he murmured, voice heavy with heartache.

A tender touch on his hand and Aliana's soothing words offered solace. "It's heart-wrenching, Jack. That pain... no one should bear it."

Jack's laugh, though bitter, held a hint of gratefulness. "Seeing that car has stirred everything anew."

Gazing deeply into his eyes, Aliana assured, "Facing the pain is often the key to healing. You possess that resilience."

Their connection, palpable in that moment, brought comfort. "I'm grateful you're here, Aliana. Sharing this with you feels... right."

Her warm smile was all the assurance he needed. "We're in this together, know I'm by your side."

Regaining his composure, Jack proposed, "I need to face him, seek the truth. Later, can we meet? The porch swing feels ideal for a heart-to-heart."

Determination evident, Aliana affirmed, "Absolutely. I'll be waiting."


      [image: image-placeholder]Stepping into the house, Jack was greeted by the comforting aroma of home. However, what awaited him was anything but. There, amidst the familiar decor, sat his father, appearing as if he'd just materialized from an old memory.

A whirlwind of emotions overtook Jack, memories crashing in like tidal waves. Facing the man he once looked up to, he could barely contain his anguish. "A decade," he uttered, voice thick with emotion, "and you choose now to return?"

Trying to defuse the situation, his mother interjected, standing between the past and present. "Jack, let's just—"

"No," Jack's voice resonated, filled with suppressed pain. "You disappeared. Left us with no trace, no explanation. And now you expect to pick up where you left off?"

His father, showing signs of the years gone by, stood up. Jack couldn't help but notice their uncanny resemblance in stature. "You can't begin to understand the torment of my decision," he began, voice laced with regret.

But Jack, tears streaming down his face, interrupted, "What's to understand? I was just a boy. I needed my father. And you chose to walk away."

A sigh escaped his father's lips. "I thought it was the only way to keep you safe. The pain of being away has been unbearable, but I believed it was for the best."

With frustration evident in his voice, Jack retorted, "After all these years, you think you can come back without so much as a simple explanation?"

"I don’t anticipate it to bridge the gap instantly," his father whispered, emotion evident in his eyes. "But I pray it's a beginning."

Locking eyes, Jack discerned the familiar pain in his father's gaze. "I'm not ready to just forgive," he said firmly.

His father's agreement was solemn. "I get it, Jack. If and when you're ready, I'll be here."

The fading roar of the Torino marked his father's departure. Jack, emotionally drained, settled into the couch, coming to terms with the night's revelations.

The living room was washed in a soft, amber glow, casting a sense of tranquility. The dramatic confrontation with his father was behind him, and Jack's mom, with her tender gaze, pulled him into a comforting embrace. The scent of her familiar perfume filled his nostrils, grounding him, a reminder of the many times she'd been his anchor.

With tears shimmering in her emerald green eyes, she whispered, "Jack, I've watched you grow and face challenges, and I can't express how proud I am of the man you're becoming." She paused, taking a shaky breath. "When your father appeared on our doorstep today, I was conflicted. I thought of shielding you from another potential heartbreak. But then, I realized you deserved the closure, the chance to face him."

Jack felt a lump in his throat. He clung to her, drawing strength. "Mom," he began, his voice tremulous, "I don't think I want to build a relationship with him again. It's been a long time, and it feels like opening up an old wound. I want to focus on my future, build my own path."

Her gaze held empathy, and a hint of sadness. "I get it, sweetheart. And I support you. Always remember that my top priority is your happiness."

A warmth enveloped him, as if a burden had been lifted. He felt free. "I don't know what I'd do without you, Mom. You've been my rock through all of this."

She beamed, pressing a gentle kiss to his forehead. "Always, my boy."

Clearing his throat, Jack added, "I should call Aliana. We were supposed to discuss something."

His mom's eyebrows rose teasingly. "Aliana? Is there something you're not telling me? Are you two...?"

Jack laughed, feeling his cheeks warm. "No, Mom, not like that. She's... special. A friend like no other. But that's it."

She tilted her head, a playful twinkle in her emerald green eyes. "Oh? But there's a certain way you talk about her."

He sighed, raking a hand through his hair. "Okay, I might have some feelings. But I don't think she sees me the same way."

She touched his cheek affectionately. "Whatever happens between you two, I can see she means a lot. Remember, the strongest relationships often start with deep friendships."

He smiled, a hint of hope kindling within. "Thanks, Mom. You always have a way of making everything feel alright."

She winked, the moment light and tender. "It's a mom's magic touch."


      [image: image-placeholder]The gentle swaying of the porch swing marked the rhythm of the evening as Aliana and Jack settled into their familiar seats. The sun had just started its descent, painting the sky in shades of gold and amber. Aliana's fingers interlaced with Jack's, the warmth of her touch providing an immediate comfort.

"Jack," she murmured, her voice filled with genuine concern, "are you alright?"

Taking a deep breath, he offered a weak smile. "It was tough, Ali. Facing my father after so long, dealing with all those pent-up emotions. But yeah, I think I am okay now."

Jack recounted the evening's events, the resurgence of years of bottled-up anger, his father's sudden reappearance and vague reasons for coming back. Every detail, every emotion, spilled forth, raw and unfiltered.

Listening intently, Aliana's eyes shimmered with compassion. "It's unimaginable, what you've gone through tonight. But know this, Jack – I'm here, always."

Jack's gaze met hers, finding solace in her steadfast support. "You being there for me means everything, Aliana."

She squeezed his hand, her touch offering reassurance. "You've stood by me, Jack. Now, it's my turn."

Pausing, she asked, "So, what did you decide?"

Drawing strength from their entwined hands, he answered, "I told him that I couldn’t just erase a decade of absence. I chose not to let him back into our lives so easily. It's time I prioritized my own well-being and that of mom's."

Aliana's green eyes reflected understanding. "Standing up for what feels right, especially in situations like this, requires immense courage, Jack. And I'm proud of you."

He sighed, relief apparent in his demeanor. "Thank you, Ali. It wasn't an easy decision, but it felt right."

As she pulled him into a warm embrace, the weight of the evening seemed to lift, even if just a bit. "Always remember, Jack, you're remarkable."

And there, with the backdrop of a setting sun, Jack found a momentary reprieve from the day's emotional turmoil.


      [image: image-placeholder]"Aliana, it is time," Jack said firmly, looking into her eyes with determination. "Please let me know what is going on. No more evasions."

Aliana took a deep breath, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. "I talked with my mom and brother. They agreed that I should tell you everything."

She began her story, speaking with a mixture of apprehension and sincerity. "My family, my twin brother Cal, and I are not from this world, at least not in the way you know it. We come from what you would call another dimension, we call them realms."

"In my realm, there are regular people and there are those called the Elementals, or EL," she explained. "My family, we were the leaders of the EL, part of the Drake line, one of the twelve great families. The thirteenth and final line was that of the advisors, who wielded immense power over the mind and were respected for their wisdom."

Aliana continued, "Over a thousand years ago, the two realms were once united as one. But there was a great battle between the EL and a rival group.  During the battle, a monumental release of power tore the realm in two and separated the EL, along with their people, from Earth Realm."

Aliana hesitated for a moment, gathering her thoughts. "The advisors were not given a seat on the voting council due to their power, but they played a crucial role in guiding the realm. Our family, as rulers, had to make decisions that impacted everyone, and it wasn't always easy."

She looked at Jack, gauging his reaction to her revelation. "I know this all sounds unbelievable, but it's the truth. I wanted to tell you because you're my best friend, and I trust you."

Jack listened intently, trying to absorb everything she was saying. He couldn't deny that it sounded fantastical, but he trusted Aliana. After a moment, he nodded.

"Aliana, I believe you," he said, a hint of awe in his voice. "I may not fully understand it all, but I trust you. Please continue."

Aliana continued her tale, her voice carrying a mix of sorrow and fear. "The twelve other great houses formed the council, responsible for bringing forth the concerns of the families and citizens of the realm. They would vote on actions and advise the king and queen on important matters."

She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. "Travel between Earth and our realm was strictly controlled. The king held the power to open a portal between realms, and he possessed a ceremonial dagger, the badge of his office, which acted as the key to the portal."

"Over the centuries, the line of Advisors dwindled until there was only one remaining member of that bloodline—Zarek," she said, her voice shaking. "Zarek... Twenty years ago he led a rebellion against my father, the king. He wanted to bring the realms back together and use our unique powers to subjugate Earth but my father refused."

Aliana's hands trembled slightly as she continued, "Four of the great families joined Zarek in this rebellion. It led to a long and bloody war that stretched over five years. My father emerged victorious, but at a great cost. Two of the four rebelling families were destroyed."

"Zarek somehow evaded capture and disappeared," she said, shuddering at the mere mention of his name. "No one knows what happened to him after the war. But since then, the realm has been wary, keeping its secrets closely guarded and cutting off nearly all contact with Earth."

Aliana continued her tale, her voice tinged with tension. "A few years ago, rumors surfaced that Zarek had resurfaced, and a manhunt began in earnest. But no one could find him. It's like he vanished into thin air."

She leaned back, a troubled expression crossing her face. "One of the most loyal families, the Falcons, nearly wiped out during the war, had retreated into their mountain stronghold afterward. They rarely showed themselves at council meetings. Only the head of the family and then his son, once he came of age, ever attended."

"A year ago, the Falcon son came to the council chamber alone one day. He requested an audience with the king, claiming to have important information about the threat Zarek posed," Aliana recounted, her voice tinged with sorrow. "I was there in the back of the room, watching him approach my father."

Tears filled her eyes as she continued, her emotions raw. "I saw his features ripple as he stepped up to my father, and to my horror, it was revealed that he was Zarek all along. He had taken on the guise of the young man. Before anyone could react, he seized my father's own ceremonial dagger and struck him down.  Now with the dagger in his possession he thought his dream of conquest was in his grasp."

"But my father was cunning," Aliana said with a mixture of sadness and admiration. "He had hidden the real ceremonial dagger, using a replica in its place to keep it from falling into hostile hands, just in case something like this happened."

Aliana's voice regained some strength as she continued, "He proclaimed himself King and revealed that he had been working in secret with several of the great families. Chaos erupted in the council chamber. Zarek wanted to seize control of the realm, and he saw himself as its rightful ruler."

She related that fearing for their lives, Aliana, her mother, and her brother were forced to flee. They used the hidden real dagger as their key to Earth Realm, hoping it would be a place of safety and the portal between realms would remain sealed.

"It's our hope that by taking the key to Earth Realm, we'll be safe from Zarek's grasp," Aliana explained. "We've been living here ever since, trying to blend in and keep our true identities hidden from anyone who might pose a threat."

Jack listened intently, his mind grappling with the enormity of the situation. "So, you believe Zarek is still trying to infiltrate Earth Realm, but without the real key, he can't bring a large force to invade."

"Yes, exactly," Aliana confirmed, her eyes reflecting both fear and determination. "We're vigilant, knowing that the danger is still out there. We have to stay one step ahead of him."

Aliana exhaled slowly, her eyes piercing into Jack's, ensuring he truly understood the gravity of what she was about to share. "Jack, when I mentioned earlier about the fears surrounding Cal's abilities in our last town, I wasn't entirely honest. It was more menacing than that. Zarek's agents had managed to pinpoint our location. We barely escaped an ambush, only evading capture because of my mother's brief glimpses into the immediate future."

Jack's expression shifted to one of deep shock and worry. "And here I was, thinking you were just blending into a new environment... You're constantly in danger."

Holding Jack's hand, Aliana gave a faint smile, trying to comfort him. "It wasn't your burden to bear, Jack. We've always been on the move, on our toes. But ever since we arrived here, I've felt an inexplicable connection to this place, and more specifically, to you."

She searched his face, looking for understanding. "I can't pinpoint what it is, but my gut says you're entwined in our destiny somehow. In this short time, you've become the confidant I never knew I needed."

A surge of protective feelings coursed through Jack. His voice firm, he vowed, "I'm with you in this, Aliana. We're a team now. Whatever threats come our way, we face them head-on, together."

Aliana's gaze softened, appreciation evident. "Having you by our side, Jack, it's like a beacon in the storm. We'll be ready for Zarek and his goons, and this time, we won't be caught off guard."

Aliana stared up at the twilight hues, a melancholic look in her eyes. "I wish we had more time, Jack. There's so much left unsaid, so many tales untold. With tomorrow being our last day before spring break, can we reconvene after school? My heart feels lighter knowing you're with us, holding our secrets safe within."

Jack's eyes held a genuine warmth as he replied, "Anytime, Aliana. You've honored me with your trust. I'll stand by you, always." He drew her into a comforting hug, both of them finding solace in their shared moment.

As they parted, they exchanged silent vows of camaraderie, the bond between them strengthening with each passing second.

Sleep was elusive for Jack that night. Images from Aliana's revelations kept him on edge, alternating between awe and anxiety. With each passing hour, he grappled with the profound sense of duty that now rested upon his shoulders. His resolve was crystal clear – he was going to be Aliana's steadfast guardian.

Eventually, as dawn's first light began to paint the horizon, Jack drifted into a fitful slumber. The final image before sleep overtook him was that of Aliana's captivating green eyes, twinkling with secrets and promises. Jack was buoyed by the knowledge that, side by side, they would unveil the hidden chapters of their shared story. Their journey was only just starting, and the prospect of the unknown excited him, promising thrill and revelation in equal measure.












  
  
Chapter 4




The next morning, Jack awoke to the sound of rain pounding against his window. It wasn't just any rain—it was a torrential downpour, punctuated by booming thunder and lightning flashes that lit up the dim sky. Heading downstairs, his mom broke the news: school was off due to the weather. 



With his day freed up, Jack decided to try and spend part of the day with Aliana.  After breakfast and a pleasant conversation with his mom, he passed the early morning puttering around the house.  As  the morning came to a close, he braved the relentless rain and made his way to Aliana's house.



Aliana answered the door and Jack immediately noticed the worry behind her eyes.  Despite the warmth of her invitation in, he could sense that something was amiss.  "Ali, what's wrong?" he asked, concern evident in his voice.



She led him inside, grateful for his presence.  "When there's a severe lightning storm, it causes my brother extreme pain," she confided.  "Cal can feel and control electrical fields, but with so much static discharge it feels like shards of glass in his skull."



Jack listened attentively, just then realizing the depth of her family's struggles.  "I can't imagine how hard that must be for him.  But what about you?"


Aliana, looked down, hesitating before answering.  "Cal and I are connected in ways that are difficult to explain.  When he's in pain, I feel it too.  Its not exactly pain for me though, but more like a buzzing in my head that makes it hard to concentrate."



Realizing that now was not the right time to delve deeper into their previous conversation, Jack focused on finding a way to help Cal.  "What do you usually do when this happens, Ali?  Is there anything we can do for Cal?"



Aliana sighed, concern etched on her face.  "There is not much we can do other than be there for him as he suffers through it, unless we go somewhere underground or in a large building that could diminish the amount of static discharge around him."



Jack racked his brain, and then thought up a solution.  "How about we take a ride to the next town over?  They have a large mega mall there.  I was inside the mall during a thunderstorm last year, and it was like the storm didn't even exist.  We could do some window shopping, get a bite to eat, and hope to wait out the storm, if you think that will help?"



Aliana's face lit up at the suggestion, and then she fell into a brief moment of stillness, her eyes unfocused.  Jack watched curiously as she seemed to be somewhere else before snapping back to the present.  She smiled, explaining that she had been communicating telepathically with her mom and Cal about his suggestion and they thought it sounded perfect.  "It's such a relief not to have to hid things like this from you Jack." she admitted.



Feeling a mixture of awe and curiosity, Jack asked, "Is it possible that someday I could communicate telepathically with you?"



Aliana nodded, her eyes shining with sincerity.  "Yes, it is possible.  There are many people with a little bit of EL blood – about one in four actually, who have the potential for some limited psychic abilities.  It is just a matter of awakening and honing those abilities."



As they prepared to head to the mega mall, Jack couldn't help but marvel at the incredible world he had stumbled into, or the incredible woman who was his guide to it.  There were so many wonders and possibilities that he had never even imagined before meeting Aliana and her remarkable family.


      [image: image-placeholder]As they all climbed into Jack's car, he could see that Cal's condition was indeed as severe as Aliana had stated. With genuine concern, Jack thanked Cal for his strength and willingness to go on this outing. The 15-mile journey to the mall felt like an eternity as Jack watched Cal flinch with each flash of lightning and every rumble of thunder.



When they arrived, Jack made the decision to park in the underground garage below the west wing of the mall. He noticed how Aliana's features softened and the stress lines vanished as they descended deeper into the garage. Part of him wanted to suggest they stay in the car to spare the twins any further discomfort, but he resisted, knowing the mall's interior would be a better refuge.



Once parked in the deepest recess of the garage, Jack asked Cal how he was feeling. To Jack's relief, Cal responded that he now felt much better, no longer sensing the storm raging outside. They took the elevator up to the main area of the mall, and just as he'd hoped, the thick walls and vast scale of the building blocked out all sounds of the rain and thunder.



With the tension alleviated, they decided to head to the food court for lunch. They found a Chinese food stall, and as they sat together, Jack used the opportunity to get to know Cal better. They kept the conversation light, avoiding any mention of Aliana and Cal's past, the other dimension, or their abilities. Jack knew that this wasn't the time or place for such weighty and extraordinary topics.



After enjoying their meal, they wandered the mall, window-shopping and sharing laughter at some of the bizarre fashions and ridiculously priced fads on display. The easy camaraderie between them allowed Jack to glimpse the brotherly bond shared by Cal and Aliana. They joked, shared stories, and let the simple joy of the moment take precedence over the complexities of their intertwined destinies.



As the day unfolded, Jack felt an even deeper connection forming with Cal. His appreciation for Aliana's brother grew, and he saw the bravery and resilience Cal possessed in the face of his unique challenges. Throughout their time at the mall, Jack kept Aliana's comfort in mind, ensuring that the surroundings offered her and Cal a sense of solace amidst the chaos of the storm.



It was late afternoon when they finally returned to Jack's car, feeling tired but content. As they left the parking garage, Jack was pleased to see that although the rain still fell heavily, the lightning and thunder had ceased. Curious about Cal's well-being, Jack asked him if he was still bothered by the storm or if he felt better without the lightning. Cal reassured him that the pain was directly connected to the release of static electricity, so without the lightning, he was feeling great.



The drive back home was quiet, all three of them lost in their own thoughts and exhaustion. When they pulled into Jack's driveway, Cal and Aliana thanked him enthusiastically for such a wonderful day. Aliana checked the weather on her phone and shared the exciting news that tomorrow was supposed to be sunny and dry. She then asked Jack if he would like to visit their meadow with her and have a picnic. Delighted by the idea, Jack eagerly agreed, looking forward to another adventure with Aliana.



As the evening settled in, Jack dragged his weary body into the house for a much-needed nap before dinner. After a brief meal and a refreshing shower, he lay back down on his bed. The day's events and Aliana's revelations swirled in his mind, especially the mention of his potential telepathic abilities. As he started to drift off to sleep, he concentrated hard and mentally said, "Goodnight, Aliana. You have no idea how much I feel for you."



In the quiet stillness, just before sleep claimed him, he could almost imagine hearing her voice in his mind, replying, "Goodnight, Jack. You would be surprised." With a mix of hope and uncertainty, Jack embraced the warmth of sleep, dreaming of the endless possibilities that lay ahead, and the extraordinary connection he shared with Aliana.


      [image: image-placeholder]Jack woke the following morning with the lingering hope and fear that he had indeed heard Aliana's response in his head the previous night. When he met up with her for their picnic, he noticed how radiant she looked in a floral sundress, her hair shimmering like fire in the sunlight. He asked about her brother, and Aliana assured him that Cal was perfectly fine now. She loaded a large covered basket into Jack's car, and they set off for the meadow.

Upon arrival, they worked together to spread out a cozy blanket, and Aliana began unpacking the basket filled with delicious treats - sliced fruits, crusty bread, fried chicken, cheese, and sweet tea. Jack watched her with fascination as she enjoyed the normalcy of setting up the picnic, humming softly as she worked. Mesmerized by her presence, Jack could hardly breathe while he watched her. All he could think was, "Wow, she is so beautiful."

To his surprise, Aliana twitched as if she had somehow sensed his unguarded thought. A subtle blush spread across her cheeks, and she avoided meeting his eyes. Jack's heart skipped a beat, torn between the possibility that she heard his internal musings and the fear of having crossed a line in their newfound connection.

Trying to shake off the awkward moment, Jack cleared his throat and asked if she needed any help with the picnic. Aliana looked up with a gentle smile, assuring him that she had it under control. The two of them settled down on the blanket, and Jack did his best to push aside his internal turmoil and simply enjoy the pleasant day with Aliana.

As they shared their meal, they engaged in light-hearted banter and laughter, the earlier tension momentarily forgotten. Jack felt an overwhelming sense of contentment, cherishing the time together with Aliana. They talked about their dreams, their favorite books, and their plans for the upcoming spring break.

However, in the back of Jack's mind, the question of their newfound connection lingered, and he wondered if Aliana truly heard his unspoken thoughts. A part of him hoped that she did, as it would mean they shared a deeper connection, but another part feared that it might scare her away.

The day sped by as they enjoyed each other's company in the serene meadow, basking in the joy of their friendship and the newfound closeness between them. But Jack couldn't help but wonder what the future would hold.

As they lay side by side on the blanket after their meal, the light banter gradually faded, and they fell into a comfortable silence.  Jack was sneaking a glance at Aliana as she lay there with her  eyes closed when he heard her voice. "Isn't it about time we have a serious talk?" she said, breaking the quiet.  Her voice caught him by surprise because her lips were not moving!

Confused and intrigued, Jack sat up. He hesitated for a moment, unsure if he was going crazy. He finally said, "I thought I heard you say something, but I didn't see you move"

Aliana gave him a small smile. "It's okay. You're not going crazy, I promise. I was speaking to you through our telepathic connection."

Jack's eyes widened in astonishment. "Telepathic connection? Are you serious?"

She nodded. "Yes, I am. Remember when I mentioned that there are humans with a little bit of EL blood who have psychic abilities? Well, it seems that you're one of them, Jack. We can communicate with each other mentally."

He was at a loss for words, trying to wrap his head around the idea that he possessed such an extraordinary ability. Aliana's smile became even brighter as she witnessed his reaction. "It's quite amazing, isn't it?" she remarked.

Jack finally found his voice, "Absolutely! But why didn't I know about this before?"

Aliana explained, "It's not common, and not everyone with this gift realizes they have it. It seems you've had some experiences, like when you said 'wow' earlier, that I picked up on, but it wasn't clear to you at the time. It's something we can explore together now."

A mix of excitement and trepidation washed over Jack. "So, we can talk to each other like this anytime?" he asked.

"Exactly," she confirmed. "It's a private way to share thoughts and feelings, and it's only between us."

They both lay back down, starting to test the telepathic connection by sending simple thoughts and feelings back and forth. They shared laughter and emotions, and Jack found himself feeling more connected to Aliana than ever before. This newfound discovery added an even deeper layer to their friendship, and he was grateful to have such an extraordinary bond with her.

A sudden realization hit Jack, and he couldn't help but blurt out, "Have you been hearing me the whole time we've known each other?"

Aliana looked taken aback for a moment before she gently shook her head. "No, Jack, I haven't. I only heard your thoughts for the first time when you said 'goodnight' to me last night."

Confused but intrigued, Jack leaned in closer. "How is that even possible? How does this telepathic link work?"

With a patient smile, Aliana began to explain, "When you pushed that thought at me last night, I had a choice: block it, ignore it, or respond. I chose to respond, and that's what started creating the telepathic bridge between us."

His eyes widened with fascination. "So this bridge is going to stay forever?"

Aliana nodded. "Yes, unless either of us decides to actively sever it. But don't worry, I have no intention of doing that."

Jack's mind raced with possibilities. "So, as we communicate more, will this connection will get even stronger?"

"Yes," she confirmed. "We might eventually be able to share more than just words and emotions. Strong connections can lead to sharing images and even seeing through each other's eyes. There are even some people with exceptionally strong connections can visit each other's dreams."

Jack was utterly fascinated by the prospect. "That's incredible. It feels like we're embarking on a whole new level of understanding each other."

Aliana's eyes sparkled with excitement. "I feel the same way, Jack. We have this special connection that no one else can understand."

They sat there staring into each other's eyes, and Jack's heart began to race. He mustered the courage to ask the question that had been burning inside him, unspoken and unacknowledged. As he opened his mouth to ask if she felt the same way as he did, and if they could become more, he realized that regardless of her answer, he would be there for her. As a friend at least, and as more if she was willing.

Aliana smiled and placed a finger over his lips before he could say anything, her eyes searching his for a moment before she said, "I've been feeling the same pull as you have, Jack. I can also feel your worry, and I would never wish anything to damage our bond, but I want more too. Before everything happened in my realm, my life was all planned out. I was meant to marry someone from another great house and become part of the ruling pair. But fate had different plans, and everything changed."

She took a deep breath, her emotions evident in her voice. "The boy I was destined to marry, the one I had come to love, was killed along with my father. My whole world was shattered, and we had to flee for our lives. I never thought I'd find someone like you, someone who understands and accepts me, and I don't know what the future holds. But with you here, with this bond between us, I can finally see some hope."

Jack's heart swelled with both relief, joy, and sympathy as he took in her words. He reached out and gently cupped her cheek, his thumb caressing her skin. "Aliana, I can't tell you how much you mean to me," he said, sincerity lacing every word. "I care about you deeply, and am so sorry for your loss. I want to explore this connection we have. I want to see where it leads us, together."

A small smile tugged at the corner of Aliana's lips, and she leaned into his touch. "I want that too, Jack," she admitted. "Let's take this one step at a time, and whatever the future brings, we'll face it together."

With those words, a sense of excitement and anticipation filled the air around them.


      [image: image-placeholder]Jack took Aliana's hand, leaned forward, and kissed it gently. A smile flashed across his face as he playfully said, "I've always wanted to do that, princess!" Aliana laughed, and the tension that had been building dissipated. They both knew that they wanted to explore their feelings for each other, but they also understood the importance of taking things slow and building a strong foundation for their relationship.

With a serious tone, Jack told Aliana, "Okay, now it's time for you give me the details. I need to know more about Zarek, why he is still after you, and what we can do to protect you." Aliana nodded and began to share more about her adversary and the significance of the dagger.

She explained that Zarek could not truly rule her realm without the ceremonial dagger. The dagger had been passed down from one ruler to the next since the realms split. It was a relic of great power that had been reforged from a mystical sword that was shattered over a thousand years ago." Aliana grinned and then said, "Your legend of Excalibur is somewhat off, but essentially, that's it.  Excalibur is the sword that was reforged into the dagger. And the great houses are descendants of your Arthurian knights of the round table."

At first, Jack laughed, thinking that Aliana was teasing him, but the sincerity in her eyes told him otherwise. "Incredible," he whispered in awe, realizing the vastness of the world he had just become a part of.

As the sun began to dip below the horizon, Jack and Aliana realized that they had spent the entire day in the meadow lost in each other's company. Reluctantly, they started packing up their picnic, but the connection between them remained strong. They found themselves playfully alternating between spoken words and telepathic communication as they drove back to the house. One would say something out loud, and the other would psychically respond, creating a delightful game of mental conversation.

After a couple of minutes of this amusing exchange, Jack couldn't resist reaching out and taking Aliana's hand, holding it for the rest of the drive. With each passing moment, they seemed to grow more in sync, answering each other's thoughts and giggling constantly at their newfound abilities.

As they approached Aliana's house, Jack remembered his mom's curiosity about their relationship and decided to seek Aliana's advice. He mentioned that his mom had been asking questions, wondering if they were just friends or something more. Aliana listened thoughtfully before asking Jack what he would call what they were. He confessed that he didn't really know, but it was something amazing. With a gentle smile, she suggested that he should probably tell his mom that she was his girlfriend and avoid diving too deep into the intricacies of their telepathic connection. Jack agreed, grateful for her guidance.

Before rushing into her house, Aliana leaned over, giving Jack a gentle kiss that left him in awe. As she departed, she sent a final mental message, promising to speak with him before bedtime.
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With a bewildered grin on his face, Jack walked into his house and heard his mom bustling about in the kitchen. He decided not to put off the conversation and strolled into the kitchen, leaning against the counter beside her. They greeted each other warmly, and Maggie asked what he had done for the day.

Jack couldn't help but feel a mix of nerves and excitement as he replied, "I spent the day with Aliana in a beautiful meadow in the state park a few miles away."

Maggie raised an eyebrow, her motherly instincts kicking in. "So, are you going to keep with the line that she's just a friend?" she inquired, a knowing smile dancing on her lips.

Aliana's laughter echoed in Jack's mind as he took a deep breath and admitted the truth, "You were right, Mom. I do have feelings for Aliana, and yes, as of today, she's my girlfriend."

Delighted by her son's revelation, Maggie swooped in and gave him a big hug. "I'm so happy for you, Jack," she said warmly. "You two make a lovely couple, and I can already see how much you care about each other."

As Jack embraced his mom, he couldn't help but feel grateful for her understanding and support. He knew that this newfound relationship with Aliana was unlike anything he had ever experienced before, and he was eager to see where it would lead. In that moment, surrounded by the warmth of his mother's love and the promise of a future filled with adventure and connection, Jack knew that life had taken an unexpected turn, one that had brought him closer to Aliana and opened up a world of endless possibilities.


      [image: image-placeholder]After dinner, they sat together in the living room, each engrossed in their books. Jack struggled to focus on the pages, eager to retreat to his room and continue his mental conversation with Aliana. He sent her his thoughts, but she responded disapprovingly, "Jack, your mom is the most important person in your life. Enjoy your time with her. Don't shortchange her by wishing you were elsewhere! We have all the time in the world together, don't waste this with your mother." Sheepishly, Jack agreed, realizing that he shouldn't take his time with his mom for granted.

Turning to his mother, he mustered up the courage to express his feelings. "Mom, I love you," he said sincerely.

Maggie looked up from her book, her eyes misting a little with emotion. "I love you too, son," she replied warmly, appreciating the sentiment.

The rest of the hour passed in companionable silence, both of them enjoying the simple pleasure of being in each other's company. Eventually, Jack stood up, breaking the silence, and said, "Good night, Mom. I'm headed to bed."

She smiled at him. "Good night, Jack. Sleep well," she wished him.

As he climbed the stairs to his room, Jack couldn't help but feel grateful for his mother's love and understanding. He sent a thought to Aliana, informing her that he was heading to bed and asking if they could talk now. She chuckled softly in his mind and said she was lying down herself.

Trying to suppress certain images in his head, Jack asked, "Will you tell me more about your realm? I want to know about how they split the dimensions, the connection to Arthur and Excalibur, and the rest of our history."

Aliana agreed, "Yes, I suppose I should tell you the whole story. It is, after all, your history as well. You wouldn't be able to communicate with me like this if you did not have EL blood in your ancestry. I wonder which house you are from..." she mused.
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